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SOMETHING NASTY WASON MY FRONT STEP

| reached over and curled my fingers around the sword. | touched the door, spreading the fingers of my
right hand againgt smooth iron. My rings rang and vacillated, reading the flow of whatever was behind the
door.

Oh, gods above and below, | thought. Whatever it is, it'sbig.
| unlocked the door and stepped back, my sword half-drawn. The door creaked Sowly open.

Standing on my front step was atall, spare, golden-skinned man dressed in black jeansand along,
black, Chinese-collared coat. The bright silver gun he held level to my chest was only dightly less
disconcerting than the fact that his aurawas cloaked in twisting black-diamond flames. He had dark hair
cut short and laser-green eyes.

Great. A demon on my doorstep, | thought, and didn't move. | barely even breathed.
"Danny Vaentine?' he asked.

HELLBLAZING ACCLAIM FOR
WORKING FOR THE DEVIL
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"WORKING FOR THE DEVIL has afast-paced story, interesting characters, and a bittersweet
romance that tugs at the heart. A funread.”

—Anne Bishop, author of The Black Jewelstrilogy

"l haveto say thisbook just blew me away. | aeit up! | loved, loved, loved thisbook. Couldn't put it
down. Darkly compelling, fascinatingly unique... A fantastic ride | never wanted to end.”

—Gena Showalter, author of Awaken Me Darkly

"What agreat read! The world-building isrich, the action exciting, and it doesn't take one of Saintcrow's
psionsto predict thisbook will be abig, big hit with fans of urban fantasy."

—EmmaHoally, author of The Demon's Daughter
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| keep my bargains.
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—Dante

Hell hath no limits, nor is circumscribed
In one self place, for wherewe areis hell,
And where hell is must we ever be.

—Mephistopheles, by way of Marlowe

CHAPTER 1

My working relationship with Lucifer began on arainy Monday. I'd just settled down to along afternoon
of watching the holovid sogps and doing alittle divination, spreading the cards and runes out on the hank
of blue slk I'd laid out, when there was abashing on my door that shook the walls.

| turned over acard, my lacquered fingernails scraping. The amber ring on my left middle finger sparked.
The Devil card pulsed, landing atop a pile of flat runestones. | hadn't touched it. The card | turned over
was blank.

"Interesting,” | said, gooseflesh rippling up my back. Then | hauled myself up off the red threadbare
carpet and padded barefoot out into the hallway. My rings flashed, a drift of green sparks snapping and
popping down my fingers. | shook them off, frowning.

Thelines of Power wedded to my front door twirled uneasily. Something nasty was on my front step. |
hitched up my jeans, then reached over and curled my fingers around the sword hanging on thewall. |
lifted it down, chucked the blade free with my thumb against the guard.

The peegpholein the middle of the door was black, no light spilling through. | didn't bother looking.
Instead, | touched the door, spreading the fingers of my right hand against smooth iron. My rings rang
and vacillated, reading the flow of whatever was behind the door.

Oh, gods above and below, | thought. Whatever it is, it'sbig.

Bracing mysdlf for murder or anew job, | unlocked the door and stepped back, my sword half-drawn.
The blue glow from Power-drenched sted lit up my front hal, glimmering against the white paint and the
full-length mirror hung next to my coatrack. | waited.

The door creaked dowly open. Let's have some mood music for effect, | thought sardonicaly, and
prepared to sall mysdlf dear if it was murder.

| can draw my sword in alittle under a second and a half. Thankfully, there was no need to. | blinked.

Standing on my front step was atall, spare, golden-skinned man dressed in black jeansand along,
black, Chinese-collared coat. The bright sllver gun he held level to my chest was only dightly less
disconcerting than the fact that his aurawas cloaked in twisting black-diamond flames. He had dark hair
cut short and laser-green eyes, aforgettable face and dreamy wide shoulders.

Great. A demon on my door step, | thought, and didn't move. | barely even breathed.



"Danny Vdentine?' he asked. Well, demanded, actualy.

"Who wantsto know?" | shot back, automatically. The silvery gun didn't look like aplasgun, it looked
like an old-fashioned 9mm.

"l wish to spesk with Danny Vdentine," the demon enunciated clearly, "or | will kill you."

"Comeonin,” | said. "And put that thing away. Didn't your mother ever teach you it was bad mannersto
wave agun & awoman?"

"Who knows what a Necromance has guarding his door?* the demon replied. "Where is Danny
Vdentine?'

| heaved amentd sigh. "Come on in off my front porch,” | said. "' 1'm Danny Vaentine, and you're being
redly rude. If youre going to try to kill me, get it over with. If you want to hire me, thisis so thewrong
way to go about it."

| don't think I've ever seen ademon look nonplussed before. He holstered his gun and stepped into my
front hall, peeling through the layers of my warding, which parted obediently to Iet him through. When he
stood in front of me, kicking the door shut with one booted foot, | had him calculated down to the last
erg of Power.

Thisis not going to be fun, | thought. What is a Lord of Hell doing on my doorstep?
Will, no time like the present to ask. "What'sa Lord of Hell doing on my doorstep?’ | asked.

"I have cometo offer you a contract,” he said. ""Or more precisdly, to invite you to audience with the
Prince, where he will present you with a contract. Fulfill this contract successfully, and you will be
alowed to live with riches beyond your wildest dreams.” It didn't sound like arote speech.

| nodded. "And if | said | wasn't interested?" | asked. "Y ou know, I'm abusy girl. Raising the dead for a
living isahigh-demand skill nowadays."

The demon regarded me for maybe twenty seconds before he grinned, and a cold sweet broke out all
over my body. My nape prickled and my fingers twitched. The three wide scars on my back twitched
unessily.

"Okay," | said. "Let me get my things, and I'll be happy to attend His Gracious Princeship, yadda-yadda,
bing-bong. Capice?’

He looked only dightly lessamused, histhin grim face lit with amurderous smile. "Of course. Y ou have
twenty minutes”

If I'd known what | was getting into, | would have asked for afew days. Like maybe the rest of my life.

CHAPTER 2

The demon spent those twenty minutesin my living room, examining my bookshelves. At leest, he
appeared to be looking at the books when | came downgtairs, shrugging my coat on. Abracadabra once
called me "the Indiana Jones of the necromantic world," high praise from the Spider of Saint City—if she
meant it kindly. | liked to dressfor just about any occasion.



So my working outfit consists of: a Trade Bargains microfiber shirt, dries quickly and shedsdirt with a
smple brush-off; apair of butter-soft broken-in jeans; scuffed engineer boots with worn hedls; my
messenger bag strapped diagonally across my torso; and an old explorer coat made for photojournalists
inwar zones, with plenty of pockets and Kevlar panels sawnin. | finished braiding my hair and tied it off
with an dagtic band as | stepped into the living room, now full of the smell of man and cologne aswell as
the entirdly nonphysica smell of demon—a cross between burning cinnamon and heavy amber musk.
"My literary collection seemsto pleaseyou,” | said, maybe alittle sardonicaly. My pamswere swesting.
My teeth wanted to chatter. "I don't suppose you could give me any idea of what your Prince wants with
me"

He turned away from my bookshelves and shrugged. Demons shrug alot. | suppose they think alot of
what humans do deserves nothing more than ashrug. "Grest," | muttered, and scooped up my athame
and thelittle jar of blessed water from my fieldstone dtar. My back prickled with fresh waves of
gooseflesh. There's a demon in my living worn. He's behind me. | have a demon behind me.
Dammit, Danny, focus!

"It'salittle rude to bring blessed items before the Prince,” the demon told me.

| snorted. "It'salittle rude to point agun in my faceif you want meto work for you." | passed my hand
over my dta—no, nothing else. | crossed to the big oak armoire and started flipping through the
drawers. | wish my hands would stop shaking.

"The Prince specifically requested you, and sent me to collect you. He said nothing about the finer points
of human etiquette.” The demon regarded me with laser-green eyes. "There is some urgency attached to
thisgtuation.”

"Mmmh." | waved asweating, shaking hand over my shoulder. "Yeah. And if | walk out that door
half-prepared I'm not going to do your Prince any good, am 17?7

"You reek of fear,” hesaid quietly.

"Well, | just had agun shoved in my face by aLord of Hell. | don't think you're the average imp-class
demon that | very rarely ded with, boyo. And you're telling me that the Devil wants my company.” | dug
inthethird drawer down and extracted my turquoise necklace, dipped it over my head, and dropped it
downmy shirt At least | sound good, | thought, the lunatic urge to laugh rising up under my breastbone.
| don't sound like I'm shitting my pants with fright. Goody for me.

"The Prince wishes you for an audience," he said.

| guess the Prince of Hell doesn't like to be called the Devil . On any other day | might have found that
funny. "Sowhat do | cal you?' | asked, casualy enough.

"Y ou may addressme as Jaf," he answered after along crackling pause.

Shit, | thought. If held given me hisName | could have maybe used it. " Jaf," however, might have been a
joke or anickname. Demons were tricky. "Nice to meet you, Jaf," | said. "So how did you get stuck with

messenger duty?"

"Thisisasengtive stuation." He sounded just like apolitician. | dipped the tiletto up my deeveinto its
shesth, and turned to find him watching me. "'Discretion would bewise"

"I'm good & discretion,” | told him, settling my bag so that it hung right.

"Y ou should practice more," he replied, straight-faced.



| shrugged. "1 suppose we're not stopping for drinks on the way."
"You aredready late."

It was like talking to arobot. | wished I'd studied more about demons at the Academy. It wasn't like
them to carry guns. | racked my brains; trying to think of any armed demon I'd heard of.

None sprang to mind. Of course, | wasno Magi, | had no truck with demons. Only the dead.

| carried my sword into the front hall and waited for him. ™Y ou go out firgt," | said. "I've got to close up
the house.”

He nodded and brushed past me. The smell of demon washed over me—it would start to dyethe airina
confined gpace, the psychic equivalent of atic. | followed him out my front door, snapping my house
shields closed out of long habit, the Power shifting and closing like an airlock inan old B movie. Rain
flashed and jittered down, smashed into the porch roof and the paved wak. The garden bowed and
nodded under the water.

| followed the demon down my front walk. Therain didn't touch him—then again, how would | have
noticed, hishair was so dark it looked wet anyway. And hislong, dark, high-collared coet, too. My
boots made awet shushing sound against the pavement. | thought about dashing back for the dubious
safety of my house.

The demon glanced over his shoulder, aflash of green eyesintherain. "Follow me," he said.

"Likel have another option?' | soread my handsalittle, indicating therain. "If you don't mind, it'sawful
wet out here. I'd hate to catch pneumoniaand sneeze dl over HisMagjesty.”

He set off down my dtreet. | glanced around. No visible car. Was | expected to walk to Hell?

The demon walked up to the end of the block and turned left, letting me trot behind him. Apparently |
was expected to hoof it.

Gresdt.

CHAPTER 3

Carrying asword on the subway does tend to give you a certain amount of space, even on crowded
hovertrains. I'm an accredited and tattooed Necromance, capable of carrying anything short of an assault
rifle on the streets and allowed edged meta in transports. Spending the thirty thousand credits for testing
and accreditation at the Academy had been the best step I'd ever taken for personal safety.

Although passing the final Test had turned afew of my hairswhite. There weren't many accredited
Necromances around.

The demon aso granted me afair amount of space. Although none of the normals could redlly tell what
he was, they ill gave him awide berth. Normals can't see psychic power and energy shifts, but they feel
itif it'sstrong enough, like acold draft.

As soon as we started down the stepsinto the underground, Jaf dropped back until he was walking right
next to me, indicating which stile to walk through and dropping two ol d-fashioned tokensin. | suppressed



the shiver that caused—demons didn't usually pay for anything. What the bloody blue blazes was going
on?

We got on the southbound train, the press of the crowd soft and choking against my mental borders. My
knuckles were white, my fingersrigid around the scabbard. The demon stood dightly behind me, my
back prickling with the thought—he could dslip a knife between my ribs and leave me here, gods
protect me. Thewhine of antigrav settled into my back teeth asthe retrofitted train did forward on its
reactive-greased rails, the antigrav giving every bump a queer floating sensation.

Whispers and muttersfilled the car. Onelittle blonde girl in aschool uniform stared a my face. Shewas
probably examining the tattoo on my left cheek, atwisted caduceus with aflashing emerad st at the top.
An emerad was the mark of aNecromance—as if anyone could have missed the sword. | smiled at her
and she amiled back, her blue eyes twinkling. Her whey-faced mother, loaded down with shopping bags,
saw this and gasped, hugging her child into her sde alittle harder than was absolutely necessary.

The smile dropped from my face.

The demon bumped me asthe train bulleted around abend. | jumped nervoudy, would have sidled awvay
if the crowd had alowed. Asit was, | accidentally elbowed an older woman with a crackling plastic bag,
who let out an undignified squesk.

Thisiswhy | never take public transportation, | thought, and smiled an apology. The woman turned
pale under her gray coif, coughed, and looked away.

| Sghed, the smileagain fdling frommy face. | don't know why | even try. They don't see anything but
my tat anyway.

Normals feared psions regardless—there was an atavigtic fear that we were al reading norma mindsand
laughing at them, preparing some nefarious plot to make them our menta daves. Thetatsand
accreditation were supposed to defray that by making psonsvisble and ingtituting tight controls over
who could charge for psychic services—but al it did was make us more vulnerable to hatred. Normals
didn't understand that for us, dipping into their brainswas like taking abath in a sewer. 1t took a serious
emergency before aps would read anorma’s mind. The Parapsychic Act had stopped psionsfrom
being bought and sold like cattle, but it did nothing to stop the hate. And the fear, which fed the hate.
And so on.

Six stopslater | was heartily tired of people jamming into the subway car, seeing me, and begating a hasty
retreat. Another three stops after that the car was mostly empty, since we had passed rapidly out of
downtown. Thelittle girl held her mother's hand and gtill stared at me, and there was agroup of young
toughs on the other end of the car, sallow and muttering in the fluorescent lights. | stood, my right arm
wrapped around a pole to keep my hand freeto draw if | had to. | hated Sitting down in germ-laden
subway sedts.

"The next stop,” Jaf-the-demon said. | nodded. He still stood very close to me, the smell of demon
overpowering the canned air and effluvia of the subways. | glanced down at the end of the car and saw
that the young men were elbowing each other and whispering.

Oh, great. It looked like another street tough was going to find out whether or not my blade was just for
show. I'd never understood Necromances who carry only ceremonia stedl to use during apparitions. If
you're alowed to carry stedl, you should know how to useit. Then again, most Necromances didn't do
mercenary work, they just lived in shitty little gpartments until they paid off their accreditation feesand
then started trying to buy ahouse. Me? | decided to take the quicker way. Asusual.



One of them got to hisfeet and stamped down the central aide. Thelittle girl's mother, a statuesque
brunette in nursg's scrubs and Nikes sneakers, her three plastic bags rustling, pulled the little girl into her

Sde again as he passed.

The pimpled young man jolted to astop right in front of me. He didn't smell like Chill or hash, which was
agood thing; a street tough hyped on Chill would make the Situation rapidly unbearable. On the other
hand, if he was stone-cold sober and still this stupid—"Hey, pretty baby," he said, his eyes skittering
from my feet to my breaststo my cheek and then back to my breasts, "Wassup?'

"Nothing," | replied, pitching my voicelow and neutrd.
"You got ablade,” hesaid. "Y ou licensed to carry that, sugar?"

| tilted my head dightly, presenting my cheek. The emerdd would be glinting and winking under the harsh
lights."You bet | am," | said. "And | even know how to useit. So go trundle back to your friends,
Popsicle”

Hiswet fishmouth worked alittle, stunned. Then he reached for hiswaistband.

| had asplit second to decide if he was armed or just trying to start sometrouble. | never got to make the
decision, though, because the demon stepped past me, bumping me aside, and smacked the youngster. It
was an open-handed backhand strike, not meaning to do any real damage, but it till tossed the kid to the
other end of the subway car, back into the clutch of teen toughs.

| Sghed. "Fuck." | let go of the pole as soon as | regained my balance. "Y ou didn't haveto do that."

Then one of the punk's friends pulled out a Transom 987 projectile gun, and | crouched for nonexistent
cover. The demon moved, stepping past me, and | watched events come to their foregone conclusion.

The kids boiled up from their seets, one of them yanking their injured, pimply-faced friend to hisfedt.
They were dl wearing black denim jackets and green bandannas—yet another minigang.

The demon blinked acrossintervening space and dapped theillegd (if you weren't accredited or apolice
officer) gun out of the boy's hand, sent it skittering against the floor. The nurse covered her daughter's ear
with her hand, staring, her mouth agape. | moved forward, coming to my feet, my sword singing free of
the sheath, and did myself in between them and the gang, where the demon had broken one boy'sarm
and was now in the process of holding the gunner up by histhroat, taking him as negligently asacat might
shake amouse.

"Y ou want to get off at the next stop,” | told the other, who stared at me. "Trust me.”
She nodded. Her eyes were wide and wet with terror. Thelittle girl stared a me.

| turned back to find the demon standing in the center of aring of limp bodies. "Hello!" | shouted, holding
the sword in my right hand with the blade level across my body, the reinforced scabbard reversed along
my left forearm to act asa shidld. It was a highly unorthodox way to hold akatana, but Jado-sensel
always cared less about orthodox than keeping dive, and | found | agreed with him. If the demon came
for me, | could buy sometime with the sted and alittle more time with Power. HEd eat me dive, of
course, but | had a chance—

He turned, brushing his hands together asif wiping away dust. One of the boys groaned. "Y es?' Same
leve, robotic voice.

"You didn't kill anyone, did you?"' | asked.



Bright green eyes scorched the air. He shrugged. "That would create trouble,” he said.

"Isthat ayesor ano?' | firmed my grip on the hilt. "Did you kill any of them?" | didn't want to do the
paperwork evenif it was alegitimatekill in response to an assault.

"No, they'll live" he said, glancing down. Then he stepped mincingly free of thering of bodies.
"Anubis et'her ka," | breathed. Anubis, protect me.

The demon'slips compressed into athin line. The train dowed, decdleration rocking me back on my
hedls. If he was going to attack, thiswould be agreat time. "The Prince requested you ddlivered
unharmed,” he said, and sidled to the door, not turning his back to my blade.

"Remind meto thank him," | shot back, swalowing against the sudden dust in my mouth. | wondered
what other "requests’ the Prince had made.

CHAPTER 4

We ended up on the platform, me diding my sword reluctantly back into the sheath, the demon watching
asthe nurse hurried her little girl up the steps. The stop was deserted, sound echoing off ceramictilesas
thetrain did adong its reactive-greased tracks. | took a deep bresath, tried to calm my racing heart.

When the last footstep had faded, the demon turned on his heel and legpt down onto the tracks.

"Oh, no," | said. "No way. Negatory." | actualy backed up two steps. "L ook, I'm human. | can't go
running around on subway tracks." For amoment the station seemed to shrink, the earth behind the walls
pressing in, and | snapped alonging glance a the Sairs.

Helooked up a me, hislong thin golden hands shoved deep in his coat pockets. "Thereis nothing to
fear," hesad findly.

"Saysyou," | snapped. "Y ou're not the one who could die here. Come on. No way."

"Thisisthe quickest way," he said, but his mouth thinned even more once he stopped speaking. | could
tell hewaslosing patience with my stupid human sdlf. "I promise you, thereis no danger. However, if you
keep balking | will have no choice but to drag you."

| just saw him blast six neopunks without even breaking a sweat. And he's a demon. Who knows
what he'll do?

"Givemeyour Name," | said, "and | will."

As soon as it escaped my mouth, | backed up another two steps, wishing | hadn't said it. It wastoo late.
The demon made a sound that might have been alaugh.

"Don't make me drag you, Necromance,”" he said, finally. " The Prince would be most displeased.”
"That isn't my problem,” | pointed out. "No way. | can't trust you."

"Y ou have | eft the sefety of your abode and followed me here" His eyes narrowed. "Unwise of you, to
cavil now."



"So I'm too curiousfor my own good,” | said. "Give meyour Name, and I'll follow you.”

He shrugged, spreading his hands. | waited. If the Prince truly wanted me ddlivered unharmed, the
demon would give me his Name. It barely mattered—I was no Magi, able to force aminor demon into
working my will or able to negotiate a bargain with a greater demon for years of service in exchange for
blood, sex, or publicity. | rarely ever dedlt with demons. He wasright, that I'd come thisfar and it wasn't
exactly wiseto start backing down now, but better to back down now while still had arunning chance
at reaching the surface than have the demon drag meinto asubway tunnel. At least with hisName | might
be ableto stop him from killing me.

"Tierce Jgphrime," hesad, findly.

| blinked, amazed held given in, and did some rapid mentd calculations. Do you swear on the Prince of
Hell and thewaters of Lethethat your true, full Nametruly is Tierce Japhrime ?*

He shrugged. "1 swear," he said after along tense sweating second of silence.

| hopped down into the dark well of the tracks, jolting my knees. I'mtoo old for this shit, | thought. |
was too old for this shit ten years ago. "Good ded," | mumbled. "Fine, lead the way, then. I'm warning
you, though, any tricksand I'll haunt you, demon or not.”

"That would indeed be afeat,” he said. | think he meant to say it quietly, but the entire station echoed.

With that said, my sword ready, and no more excuses handy, | followed the demon into darkness.

CHAPTER 5

If I had to say with any certainty where the demon opened the door that led into ared glare, | would be
at somewhat of aloss. | losealot of my sense of direction underground. The demon'stearing at the
fabric of redlity to gplit thewals of theworlds... well, it's complex, and takes an inhuman amount of
Power, and I've never seen anyone but ademon do it. Magi sometimes tried unsuccessfully to force
doors between this redlity and the world of demons lying cheek-by-jowl with it instead of pleading for a
demon to come through and make an appearance, but | was a Necromance. The only aternate redity |
knew or cared about was the world of Desth.

Some of the Magi said that the higher forms of Power were aresult of the leaching of substance between
thisworld and the world of the demons. | had never seen that—humans and the earth's own well of
natural Power were dl 1'd ever noticed. Even though Magi training techniques were used as the basisfor
teaching psions how to control Power, every Magi had his or her own kind of trade secrets passed on
from teacher to student and written in code, if not memorized. It waslike Skin-lin with their plant DNA
maps or a Necromance's psychopomp, persond information.

There was an access hatch, | remember that much, that the demon opened asif it had been deliberately
left unlocked. Then again, who would be running around down here? A long concrete-floored corridor lit
faintly by buzzing fluorescents, and adoor at the end of it—but this door was ironbound wood with a
spiked, fluid glyph carved deeply into the surface of the wood. The glyph smoked and twisted; | felt
redlity tearing and shifting around us until the demon wasthe only solid thing.

| was serioudy nausested by now, swalowing bile and nearly choking. Thisisn't built for humans, |
thought, viciouslittle mouths nipping a my skin. It was akin to freefall, thiswalking between the worlds;



that was why you were only supposed to do it astrally. The physica structure of my body was being
stressed, the very building blocks of my cdlular structure taking loads they weren't designed to handle.
Not to mention the fact that the twisting of visua and auditory input screwed up my perceptions, and the
alienness of the Power here made my aura compress close to my skin and shiver. When the demon
opened up the door and red light spilled out, | dmost lost the chicken soup 1'd bolted for lunch. The
demon grabbed my arm and hauled me through, and | understood why he'd been standing so closeto
me. As soon asthe smell of demon washed over me, | felt alittle better. The demon's aura stretched to
cover me, and when the door closed behind us with athud | found myself with ademon holding my
elbow, volcanic heat lapping at my skin, and agigantic hal with what appeared to be an obsidian floor
and long narrow windows. Red light from spitting, ever-burning torches ran wetly over the floor and the
ceiling, which | only glanced at and then back at the floor, shutting my eyes.

| heard, dimly, the demon saying something. The sense of sudden freefal stopped with athump, asif
normal gravity had reasserted itself. Nausea retreated—mostly. | choked, and tried to stop myself from

pewing.

The demon pressed the fingers of hisfree hand against my sweeting forehead and said something ese, in
adiding harsh language that hurt my ears. Warm blood dripped down from my nose. | kept my fingers
around my sword.

It took afew minutes for the spinning to stop and my stomach to decide it wouldn't turn itself ingde-out.
"I'mokay," | said finaly, feeling swest trickle down my spine. "Just alittle... whoa That's... oh, shit—"

"It'sacommon reaction,” he replied. "Just breathe.”

| forced mysdlf to stand upright, swallowed sour heat and copper blood. "I'm okay," | repeated. "The
sooner | get this over with, the sooner | can go home, right?”

He nodded. Hislips were turned down &t the corners now, and | saw that hislong black coat was now in
the same geometric scheme as the rest of the world. That was part of the problem—the angles of the
floor and walswerejust alittlewrong, just acrucia millimeter off. My brain kept trying to makeit fit and
failing, and that made my stomach resemble a Tilt-A-Whirl, only without the fun part.

"Fing" | said. "Let'sgo.”

He kept his hand closed around my elbow as we negotiated the vast expanse of the balroom. Isthisthe
antechamber to Hell ?1 thought, and had adifficult time not giggling. | think I'm doing well with this.
Really well .

Then we reached the end of the hall, and the demon pushed open another large ironbound door, and al
thoughts of dedling redlly well went right out the window. | even dropped my sword. The demon made a
quick movement, and had my blade... | never dropped my sword. Never .

"A human," the Thing sitting behind the massve desk said. It had three spiraling horns sprouting fromits
head and wide, lidless, cat-dit yellow eyesthat fastened on me. Its body was a shape ess mass of yellow
blubber, festooned with long bristling black hairsin afew random places. Three nipples clustered oniits
chest, and the skin looked wrong, and greasy. The worst part was the hinged mouth and razor-sharp
teeth—but even worse than that were the long spidery fingersthat looked like maggots crawling among
the papers on its desk. My brain went merrily rambling on—a demonic bureaucrat, even Hell hasits
paperwork...

"Not for you, Trikornus," the green-eyed demon said. " She'sfor the Prince.”



"What alovely present. Findly back in the good graces, assassn?’ It was till staring at me. A dripping,
purple-red tongue did out, caressed its chin with a sound like screaming sandpaper. "Ooooh, give usa
taste. Just alittle taste?'

"Sheisfor the Prince, Baron," Jaf enunciated clearly. | wastoo busy suddenly studying my boot-toes.
How did | get here? | wondered. If I'd known, | would never have been a Necromance. But jeez,
they never told me dealing with dead people would get me here, | thought only Magi dealt with
demons—

"Very well, you greedy spoilsport,” the horror behind the desk said. | had avivid menta image of those
sharp teeth clamping in my upper thigh while blood squirted out, and bardly suppressed ashudder. | felt
cold under the sick fiery hest coating my skin. Thething gave asnorting, hitching laugh. "The Princeisin
his study, waiting for you. Second door on the left.”

| felt more than saw Jaf's nod. Who ever would have thought that he'd seem like the lesser of two
evils?1 thought, then felt achill finger touch the back of my sweating neck. That this Japhrimel looked a
little more human didn't mean that he was any less of an dien being.

He guided me past the desk, and | was grateful that he was between me and the four-eyed demon. What
would | have doneif that thing had been sent to come fetch me? And what the hell would a demon need
aNecromancefor?

Theworld grew very dim for afew moments, but the demon half-dragged me through another ironbound
door. "Keep breathing, human," he said, and stopped moving for afew seconds. "The Baron likesto
dressin adifferent skin for each vistor," he continued. "It'snorma. Just bresthe.”

If thisisnormal, don't let me see weird. "Y ou mean you do thisto other people, too?" | gasped out.

He made a brief snorting sound. "Not me. Sometimes people come without their flesh, Magi and the like.
Very few are sent for. Only the desperate come here.”

"l can believethat." | took adeep whooping bregth. Felt bile burn the back of my throat. "Thanks," |
sad, findly, and he started off again. This hal was narrow but high, and there were paintings hanging on
thewall that | didn't want to look at after catching aglimpse of thefirst one. Instead | stared at my feet
moving under me, and had a brief flash of unreality—my feet didn't look like mine.

Jaf'sfingers closed around my nape and | took in adeep breath. I'd ssumbled and haf-fallen. "Not long
now," he said, rleasing my neck, pulling me aong by my arm. "Just hold on.”

| wasin bad shape, shivering and trying not to retch, when he opened another door and pulled me
through asublimina snap. My feet took on their normal dimensions, and | dumped gratefully into the
demon's grasp. The only thing holding me up was hisfingers.

Then | felt something in my hand. He closed his free hand around mine, the sword held by both of us
now. "Here," hesaid. "Hold on to your blade, Necromance."

"Indeed, it wouldn't do to drop it." Thisvoice was smooth assilk, persuasive, filtering into my ears. "She
survived the Hal. Very impressve.”

Japhrimel said nothing. | was actudly kind of gtarting to like him.
Not redly.
| opened my eyes. The demon's chest wasright in front of me. | tilted my head back, looked up into his



face. Hiseyes scorched mine. "Thanks," | told him, my voice trembling dightly. "That first sep'salulu.”
Hedidn't say anything, but hislipsthinned out Then he stepped aside.

| found mysdlf confronted with a perfectly reasonable neo-Victorian study, carpeted in plush crimson.

L eather-clad books lined up on bookcases againgt the dark-paneled wooden walls, three red velvet
chairsinfront of aroaring fireplace, red tassaled drapes drawn over what might have been awindow. A
large mahogany desk sat obediently to one side.

A dim dark shape stood next to the fireplace. The air was drunk and dizzy with the scent of demons. |
tightened my fingers on my sword, fisted my other hand, felt my lacquered nails dig into my pam.

The man—at least, it had amanlike shape—had an amazing corona of golden hair sanding out from his
head. A plain black T-shirt and jeans, bare golden-brown feet. | took a deep rasping breath.

"What though the field be lost? All is not lost; the in-conquerable will, And study of revenge,
immortal hate—" | trailed off, licked my lipswith my dry tongue. I'd had aclasscal humanist asa socia
worker, and had been infected with alove of books at an early age. The classics had sustained me all
through the schoolyard hdllhole of Rigger Hall.

| shuddered, remembering that. | didn't like to think about the Hall, where I'd learned reading, writing,
and 'rithmatic—and the basics of controlling my powers. Where I'd dso learned how little those powers
would protect me.

Heturned away from thefireplace. " And courage never to submit or yield," hefinished. Hiseyeswere
like black ice and green flame at the same time, and there was amark on hisforehead that | didn't look
at, because | found | had dropped my gaze.

The demon Jaf sank down to one knee, rose again.
"You'relate" the Prince of Hell said, mildly.

"I had to paint my nails" my mouth bolted like arunaway horse. "A demon showing up on my doorstep
and pointing agun at me tendsto disarrange me."

"He pointed agun at you?" The Prince made a gesture with one hand. "Please, St, MissVadentine. May |
cdl you Dante?"

"It'smy name," | responded, uncomfortably. The Devil knows my name, | thought, in akind of
ddirium. The Devil knows my name.

Then | gave mysdlf asharp menta dap. Quit it. You need your wits about you, Danny, so just quit it.
"I would be honored,” | added. "It'sapleasure to meet Y our Lordship. Y our Highness. Whatever."

He laughed. Thelaugh could strip the skin off an éephant in seconds. "I'm referred to as the father of lies,
Dante. I'm old enough to know afasehood when | hear one.”

"Soam|," | responded. "l suppose you're going to say that you mean me no harm, right?"

He laughed again, throwing his head back. He was too beautiful, the kind of androgynous beauty that
holovid models sometimes achieve. If | hadn't known he was mae, | might have wondered. The mark on
his forehead flashed green. It's an emerald, like a Necromance, | thought. | wonder why?
Necromance emeralds were set in the skin when we finished basic schooling at about eight; | didn't think
the Prince of Hell had ever goneto primary school.



| wasrapidly getting incoherent. "Excuseme,” | said politely enough. "It's getting hard to bresthe in here.”

"Thiswon't take very long. Bring the lovely Necromance over to achair, my eldest, she's about to fall
down." Hisvoice turned the color of smooth cocoa mixed with honey. My kneesturned to water.

Jaf dragged me across the room. | was too relieved to argue. The place looked normal. Human, without
theweird geometry. If | ever get back to the real world I'm going to kiss the ground, | promised
mysdf. I've read about people going to Hell astrally. Lucky me getting to visit in the flesh.

He dropped me into a chair—the one on the left—then stepped around to the side, hisarmsfolded, and
appeared to turn into a statue.

The Prince regarded me. His eyes were lighter but more weirdly depthless than Jaf's, asort of radioactive
slken glow. Thirty secondslooking into those eyes and | might have agreed to anything just to make it
stop.

Asitwas, | looked down at my knees. "Y ou wanted to seeme,” | said. "Herel am.”

"Indeed.” The Prince turned back to the fireplace. "I have amisson for you, Dante. Succeed, and you
can count me asafriend dl the years of your life, and those yearswill be long. It isin my power to grant
wedlth and near-immortality, Dante, and | am disposed to be generous.”

"Andif | fal?" | couldn't hep mysaf.

"Youll bedead,” he said. "Being aNecromance, you're well-prepared for that, aren't you?”'
My ringsglinted dully inthered light. "I don't want to die” | sad findly. "Why me?"

"You haveaset of... taentsthat are uniquely suited to the task,” he answered.

"Sowhat isit exactly you want meto do?' | asked.

"I want you to kill someone," he said.

CHAPTER 6

"Whoa." | looked up a him, forgetting the hypnotic power of those green eyes. "L ook, I'm not a contract
killer. I'm aNecromance. | bring people back to ask questions, and lay them to rest when necessary.”

"Fifty years ago, ademon escgped my redm,” the Prince said mildly, hisvoice cutting through my
objections. "Heiswandering your realm at will, and heis about to break the Egg.”

Did he say crack the egg? Is that some kind of demon euphemism?"What egg?’ | asked, shifting
uncomfortably in the chair. My sword lay across my knees. Thisfelt too red to be a halucination.

"The Egg isademon artifact,” the Prince said. "Sufficeit to say the effectswill be very unpleasant if this
particular demon bresks the Egg in your world."

My mouth dried. "Y ou mean like end-of-the-world bad?" | asked.

The Prince shrugged. "I wish the Egg found and the thief executed. Y ou are a Necromance, capable of
seeing what others do not. Some have called you the greatest death-talker of your generation, whichis



high praiseindeed. Y ou are human, but you may be able to find the Egg and kill the thief. Jaf will
accompany you, to keep your skin whole until you accomplish your task." He turned back to the
fireplace. "And if you bring the Egg back to me | will reward you with more than ahuman being could
ever dream of "

"I'm not so sure | want your reward,” | told him. "L ook, I'm just aworking girl. | raise the dead for issues
of corporate law and to solve probate questions. | don't do lone-gun revenge stuff."”

"Y ou've been dabbling in the bounty-hunting field snce you left the Academy and with corporate
espionage and other illegal fancies—though no nation, I'll grant you that—for five yearsto pay off
your mortgage and live more comfortably than most of your ilk," hereplied. "Don't play with me, Dante.
Itisexceedingly ill-advised to play with me."

"Likewise" | said. "Y ou've got afully armed Necromance who knows your Name Sitting in your inner
sanctum, Y our Highness. Y ou must be desperate.” My mouth dried to cotton, my hands shook. That was
another lie.

Despite being more research-oriented than most of my kind, | didn't know the Devil's Name—nobody
did. In any case, he was too powerful to be commanded around like amere imp. | doubted even
knowing Tierce Japhrimd's Name would do more than keep him from outright killing me. Lucifer'sName
was ariddle pursued by Magi, who thought thet if they learned it they could control the legions of Hell.
The Ceremonids said Lucifer'strue Name was more like agod's Name—it would express him, but
didn't have power over him. The exact nature of the relationship between Lucifer and the gods was also
hotly debated; since the complete verification of the existence of demons the various churches that had
survived the Awakening and the Ceremonias had conducted experiments, largely inconclusive. Belief in
the power of the words to banish imps was necessary—but sometimes even that didn't work unlessthe
demon in question was extremely weak. As Gabe's grandmother Adrienne Spocarelli had remarked once
in afootnote to her Gods and Magi, it was agood thing demons didn't want to rule the earth, snce you
couldn't even banish one unlessit was a bitty one,

"And you must be greedy.” Hisvoice hadn't changed at al. "What do you want, Dante Vaentine? | can
giveyou theworld."

It whispered in my veins, tapped at my skull. | can give you the world...

| actually thought about it, but Lucifer couldn't give me anything | wanted. Not without the price being too
high. If | was sure of nothing sein thisstuation, | was sure of that. "Get thee behind me," | whispered,
findly. "l just want to be left done. | don't want anything to do with this™

"I can even," he said, "tdll you who your parentswere."

You son of a bitch. | rocketed to my feet, my sword whipping free. Blue runestwisted insde the sted,
but neither demon moved. | backed around the chair, away from Jaf, who till looked like a statue,
garing a my sword. Red firelight ran wet over the blade, blue runestwigting inthe stedl. "Y ou leave my
parents out of this," | snapped. "Fine. I'll do your job, Mis Lucifer. If you leave meaone. And | don't
want your trained dog-demon over there. Give me what information you've got, and I'll find this Egg for
you."

For dl | knew my parents had been too poor to raise me; either that or they'd been too strung out on any
cocktail of substances. It didn't matter—since my Matheson index was so high and they'd had meina
hospital, they hadn't been able to sell me as an indentured. That wasthe only gift they'd given me—that,
and the genetic accident that made me a Necromance. Both incredible gifts, when you thought about the
dternative. It wasn't the firgt time somebody had twitted me about being an orphan.



Nobody ever did it more than once.
Lucifer shrugged. ™Y ou must take Japhrimel. Otherwisg, it'ssuicide.”

"And have him double-cross me once we find this Egg? Y ou must not want word to get out that someone
took off withit." | shook my head. "No dice. | work adone."

His eyes came up, bored into my skull. ™Y ou are under the illusion that you have achoice.”

| lifted my sword, ashield againgt his gaze. Swest trickled down my back, soaking into my jeans. It was
damnably hot—what else, in Hell? You were expecting a mint julep and a cool breeze?

| didn't even see Jaf move. In one neat move he had the sword taken away, resheathed, and the gun
pressed into my temple. One of hisarmswas across my throat. My feet kicked fruitlessy at empty air.

"You areintriguing,” the Prince of Hell said, staking acrass the room. "Most humans would be screaming
by now. Or crying. There seemsto be adistressing tendency to sob among your kind."

| spat an obscenity that would have made Jado-sensai, with his Asiano sense of decorum, wince. Jaf
didn't move. Hisarm dipped alittle, and | fought for bregth.

He could crash my windpipe like a paper cup. | stopped kicking—it would waste what little oxygen |
had |left—and concentrated, the world narrowing to asingle il point.

"Let go of her," the Prince said calmly. " She's building up Power."

Jaf dropped me. | hit the ground and whirled on the balls of my feet, the sword blurring free of the sheath
inanarc of slver, snging. No think, little nut-brown Jado in his orange robes yelled in my memory. No
think, move! Move!

| didn't even see Jaf move again. He stepped in close, moving faster than ahuman, of course, twisted my
wrist just short of breaking it, and tore the sword from my fingers. | punched him and actualy connected,
snapping his head back. Then | backed up, shuffling, away from the two demons, my two main-gauches
whipping out, one reversed dong my |eft forearm, the other held dmost horizontally in front of me, ready

for anything.
Anything except this.

Jaf dropped my sword. It chimed, smoking, on the floor next to the scabbard. "Blessed stedl. She
believes' he said, glancing at the Prince, who had stopped and was considering me.

Of course | believe, | thought, inasort of ddlirium. | talk to the god of Death on aregular basis. |
believe because | must.

"Do you think you can fight your way free of Hell?* the Prince asked.

"Do you think you could be polite?' | tossed back. " ‘Cause | haveto say, your treatment of aguest kind
of sucks" | gulped down air, aharsh whooping inhaation.

It was dow suffocation, breathing in whatever gas these demons used for air.

Lucifer took asingle step toward me. "My apologies, Dante. Come, sit down. Japhrimel, give her sword
back. We should be polite, shouldn't we, since we are asking her for her help.”

"What'sinthe Egg?" | asked, not moving. "Why isit so important?"



Lucifer smiled. That smile made me back up until my shoulders hit abookcase. "What'sin the Egg?’ he
sad. "None of your concern, human.”

"Oh, boy." | gulped down air. "Thisis so wrong."

"Help me, Dante, and you will be one of the chosen few to clam my friendship.” His voice was soft and
persuasive, fingering a my skull, looking for entrance. | bit savagely at the inside of my cheek, the dice of
pain clearing my head dightly. "I swear to you on the waters of Lethe, if you retrieve the Egg and kill the
thief, I will consder you afriend for eternity.”

| tasted blood. "What's the demon's name?' | asked. "The onethat stoleit.”
"HisnameisVardimd," Lucifer said."Y ou know him as Santino."

| consdered throwing my left knife. 1t wouldn't kill him, but the blessed steel might dow him down long
enough for meto juke for the door or the window. "Santino?" | whispered. "Y ou dimy son of a—"

"Watch how you speak to the Prince," Jaf interrupted. Lucifer raised one golden hand.

"Let her spesk as she wishes, Japhrimd," he said. For thefirst time, he sounded. .. what? Actudly weary.
"Vaue the human who speakstruth, for they are few and far between.”

"Y ou could say the samefor demons,” | said numbly. " Santino..." It was alonging whisper.

—Dblood diding out between my fingers, a chilling crystal laugh, Doreen's scream, life bubbling
out through the gash in her throat, screaming, screaming—

| reshesthed my knives.

Lucifer examined me for afew more moments, then turned and paced back to thefireplace. "1 am aware
that you have your own scoreto settlewith Vardima," he continued. ™Y ou help me, | help you. You
*e?'

"Santino was ademon?’ | whispered. "How—" | had to clear my throat. "How the hell am | supposed to
kill him?"

"Japhrimel will hdp you. Hedso hasa... persond stakein this”

Jaf gingerly picked up my sword, did it into the shegth. | watched this, swest trickling down my forehead.
A drop fell into my eyes, stinging. | blinked it away. "Why doesn't he just kill Santino?" | asked. My
voicetrembled.

"A very long time ago, during the dawning of theworld, | granted this demon agift in return for a
sarvice" Lucifer said. "He asked for an immunity. Nether man nor demon can kill him."

| thought thisover. "So you think | can, SncelI'm neither.”

"Itis," Lucifer pointed out, "worth atry. Japhrime will protect you long enough for you to carry out your
misson.”

Awww, jeez, isn't that sweet of him. | was about to say that, had arare second thought, and shut my
mouth. After amoment | nodded. "Fine." | didn't sound happy. "I'll doit. It'snot like | have much of a
choice” And I'll get free from this Jaf guy as soon as I've got the scent How hard can that be?

"Therewardswill begreat,” Lucifer reminded me.



"Screw your rewards, I'll be happy just to get out dive," | muttered. Santino was a demon? No wonder
| couldn't find him. "Can | go back to Earth now? Or isthis Vardima hanging out in the Infernals?' The
thought of hunting for a murderous demon through the lands of the not-quite-real-but-real-enough made
suicide seem like a pretty good option.

"Heisamong your kind," Lucifer told me. "Y our world isaplayground for us, and he plays cruel games.”
"Gee, imaginetha." | swalowed, adry dusty click. "A demon who likes hurting people.”

"Let metdl you something, Dante Vdenting," Lucifer replied, saring into the flames. His back wasrigid.
"I saw your kind crawling up from mud yesterday, and pitied you. | gaveyou fire. | gaveyou civilizaion,
and technology. | gave you the meansto build a platform above the mud. | gave you the secrets of love.
My demons have lived among you for thousands of years, teaching you, molding your nervous systems
S0 you were no longer mere animas. And you spit on me, and call me evil.”

My mouth couldn't get any drier. We cdled them demons, or djinn, or devils, or ahundred other names,
every culture had stories about them. Before the Great Awakening they had been only storiesand
nightmares, despite the Magi who had worked for centuriesto classfy and make regular contact with
them. Nobody knew if demons were gods, or subject to gods, or Something Else Entirely.

My vote went for Something Else. But then again, I'd dways been the suspicioustype. "L ucifer wasthe
very fird humanigt,” | said. "I'mwell aware of that, Y our Highness."

"Think of that before you open your mouth again,” he continued asif | hadn't spoken. "Now get out, and
do what you'retold. | give you Japhrimel asafamiliar, Dante Vdentine. Go away."

"My lord—" Jaf began, and | rubbed my sweating hands on my damp jeans. | would need asdt tablet
and afew liters of water—the heat was physicd, pressing against my skin; swesat drenched my clothes.

"Get out," Lucifer said. "Don't make me repeat mysdlf.”
| wasn't about to argue. | looked at Jaf .
The demon stared at L ucifer for amoment, hisjaw working, green eyes burning.

Green eyes. They both have green eyes. Are they related? Jeez, who knows?| swalowed again. The
tenson buzzed againg the air, ragped against my skin.

Lucifer made an e egant motion with one golden hand. It was arune, but not one | recognized.

Firehbit into my left shoulder. | screamed, sure that held decided to kill me after dl, meand my big
mouth—but Jaf stalked across the room, holding my scabbarded sword, and grabbed my elbow again.
"Thisway," he said, over my breathless howl—it felt like a branding iron was pressed into my flesh, the
burning—and he hauled me back toward the door we'd come in through. | struggled—no not that
again it HURTSit HURTS it HURTS—but when he opened the door and pulled me through there was
no hdl, just anicy chill and the blessed stink of human air.

CHAPTER 7

My shoulder ached, alow dull throbbing. It was dark. Rain fdl, but | was dry. My clothes were dry, too.
| was covered with the smoky fragrance of demon magic.



| blinked.

| waslying on something hard and cold, but something warm was againgt the side of my face. Someone
holding me. Musk and burning cinnamon. The smell drenched me, eased the burning in my shoulder and
the pounding of my heart, the heavy smoky painin my lungs. | felt like I'd been ripped apart and sawn
back together thewrongway. "... hurts," | gasped, unaware | wastaking.

"Breathe," Jof said. "Just keep breathing. It will pass, | promise.”
| groaned. Kept breathing.

Then the retching started. He rolled me onto my side, still holding me up, and | emptied my stomach
between muttering obscenities. The demon actualy stroked my hair. If | tried to forget that he had just
held agun to my head, it was actudly kind of comforting.

| finished losing everything I'd ever thought of eating. Retched for alittle while. Then everything settled
down, and | lay on the concrete listening to sirens and hovers passing by while the demon stroked my
hair and held me. It took alittle while before | felt ready to face the world—even the real human

world—again.

| said I'd kissthe ground, | thought. Not sure I'd want to do that now that it's covered in puke. My
puke. Disgusting.

"| supposethisispretty disgudting,” | findly said, wishing | could rinse my mouth out.
| fet the demon's shrug. "1 don't care.”
"Of coursenot.” | tasted bile. "It'sa human thing. Y ou wouldn't care.

"I like humans," he said. "M ost demons do. Otherwise we would not have bothered to make you our
companionsinstead of apes." He stroked my hair. A few strands had come loose and stuck to my
cheeks and forehead.

"Great. And here | thought we were something like nasty little lapdogsto you guys.”" | took adeep
bregth. | fdt like| could stand up now. "So | guess I've got my marching orders, huh?'

"l suppose s0." Herose dowly to hisfeet, pulling me with him, and caught me when | overbalanced. He
put my sword in my hands, wrapped my fingers around it, then held the scabbard there until | stopped

swaying.

It was my turn to shrug. "'l should go home and pick up some more stuff if were going to be chasing a
demon down,” | told him. "And | need... well."

"Certainly," hesaid. "It isthe Princeswill that | obey."

Theway he said it—all in one bresth—made it sound likeaninsult. "I didn't doit," | said. "Don't get mad
at me. What did he Jo to me, anyway?"'

"When we get to your house, you should look," the demon said, infuriatingly calm. "I hopeyou redize
how lucky you are, Necromance.”

"l just survived atrip to Hell," | said. "Believe me, I'm counting my blessingsright now. Where are we?"

"Thirty-third and Pole Street,” he answered. "An dley."



| looked around. Hewasright. It was adingy little aley, sheltered from the rain by an overhang. Three
dumpsters crouched at the end, blocking accessto the street. Brick walls, a graffiti tag, papersdriftingin
the uncertain breeze. "Lovely," | said. "Y ou sure have agrest flair for picking these places”

"You'd prefer the middle of Main Street?' he asked, his eyes glowing in the darkness. | stepped
Sdeways as soon as my legs seemed willing to carry me. His handsfell back down to hissides. "The
Prince..." Hetrailed off.

"Yeah, hesared charmer, dl right,” | said. "What did he do to my shoulder? It hurtslike abitch.”

"Youll see" wasthe calm reply. He brushed past me, heading for the mouth of the dley. "Let me move
the dumpster, and welll call acab.”

"Now you'll call acab, where before you had to drag me through the subway?' | chucked my blade free
of its shesth, checked the metal. Still bright. Still sharp.

"It was necessary. Leaving Hell isnot the same as entering it, especidly for ahuman. | had to find an
entrance you would survive, but falling back into mortality isnot so hard.” He stopped, his back to me.
"Not so very hard at dl." The light was dim—I've been in Hell all afternoon, | thought, and felt an
insane giggle bubble up insde me and die away. Why do | always want to laugh at times like this?I
wondered. All my life, the insane urge to giggle had popped up at the worst times.

"Gredt," | muttered, shoving the blade back home. "All right, let'sgo.”

He shoved one of the dumpsters asde as easily as| might have moved afootstoal. | concentrated on
putting one foot in front of the other without keding over.

Neon ran over the wet street. Thirty-third and Pole wasright in the middle of the Tank Digtrict. |
wondered if it was ademon joke—but then, there waslikely to be alot of sex and psychoactivesfloating
intheair here. It was probably easier to open adoor between here and Hell around that kind of energy
charge.

We splashed through puddles, the demon occasiondly faling back to take my elbow and steer me
around a corner. He seemed content to just walk slently, and | hurt too much to engagein small talk. I'd
ditch him soon enough.

He hailed acab at the corner of Thirtieth and Vine, and | fell into the seat gratefully. | gave my addressto
the driver—a bespectacled, mournful Polish man who hissed acharm againgt the evil eye when he saw
my tattooed cheek. He jangled the antique rosary hanging from hisfaredeck and addressed dl hisreplies
to the demon; he couldn't See that the demon was more of athrest than little old human me.

Story of my life. Guy didn't mind the demon, but would have thrown me out of the cab if he could.

CHAPTER 8

"Go ahead and make yoursdlf at home," | said as| locked the door. "There's beer in the fridge. And
wine, if you like that. I've got to take a shower."

He nodded. "I should spesk of Vardimd," hesaid. "To familiarize you with—"
"Later," | told him. My shoulder twinged. "Hey."



He turned back to me.
"Wheat did he do to me?' | lifted the sword alittle, pointing at my |eft shoulder with the hilt. "Huh?"

"The Prince of Hell has granted you afamiliar, Necromance," Japhrimel said formaly, clasping his hands
behind hisback. Helooked alittle like apriest in hislong black high-collared coat. | wondered where he
hid the guns. I'd never heard of a demon with gunsbefore. | should have studied harder, | suppose.
But how the hell was | supposed to know that a demon would show up at my front door? I'ma
bloody Necromance, not a Magi'!

"A fam—" My brain started to work again. "Oh, no. I'm not aMagi. | don't want—"
"Too late," heinformed me. "Go take your shower, I'll keep watch.”

"Keep watch? Nobody knows I'm working for—" | put my back against the door. How did | get into
this? | wondered—not for the last time, | might add.

"Y our entry into Hell may have been remarked,” the demon said. "'I'll make coffee.”

| shook my head and brushed past him, heading for the stairs. " Gods above and below,” | muttered,
"what did | do to deservethis?'

"Y ou have areputation for being honorable," the demon supplied helpfully. "And your talentsas a
Necromance are well-known."

| waved ahand over my shoulder a him. "Fine, fine. Just try not to set anything on fire, okay? Be careful
with my house."

"Asmy Migtresswishes" he said. It would have been hard for him to sound moreironic.

| dimbed the Sairs, my legs aching. Even my teeth hurt. An hour into thisjob and I'm already wishing
| was on vacation. | had to laugh, trailing my fingers dong the painted wall. My sword seemed far
heavier than it should be. Halfway up the Sairs, under the dtar niche, was a stash of three water bottles,
and | snagged one. | fumbled in my bag for asdt tablet, took it. Dried sweatsat crackled on my skin. |
probably smelled like I'd been stuck in an oven. It wasamiracle | hadn't been hit with heatstroke.

| drained the water bottle, dropped my sword on my bed, put my bag inside the bathroom door, and
started stripping down. | paused hafway to turn the shower on, and examined my left shoulder in the
mirror.

Pressed into the skin was asigil 1'd never seen before, not one of the Nine Canons | knew. | wasno
demonologi<, so | didn't know what it meant, exactly. But when | touched it—the glyph shifting uneesily,
ropy scar like aburn twisting under my fingertips—I hissed in asharp bregth, closng my eyesagaing a
wave of hest.

| saw my kitchen asif through asheet of wavering glass, the familiar objects twisted and shimmering with
unearthly light. He waslooking a my sove—

| found myself on my knees, gasping. I've read about this, | thought, oddly comforted. I've read about
seeing through a familiar's eyes. Breathe, Danny. Breathe. Breathe in, breathe out. Been doing it
all your life. Just breathe. Thetiled floor bit into my knees, my forehead rested against the edge of my
bathtub. Steam filled the air. Gods, | thought. So that's what they're talking about when they say...
oh, man. Heavy shit, dude. Can't take the scene; gotta bail .



I'd just been given ademon familiar. Magi everywhere would be sdivating—it was the high pursuit of
every Magi, to achieve aworking relationship with one of the denizens of Hell. I'd never done muchin
that arena—I had more than enough work to kegp me busy inside my own speciaty. But occult
practitioners are a curious bunch—some of uslike to fiddle around with everything when time permits.
And alot of the standard Magi training techniques were shared with other occult disciplines—Shamans,
Journeymen, Witches, Ceremonials, Skinlin... and Necromances. After al, Magi had been the ones
pursuing occult disciplines since before the Awakening and the Pargpsychic Act. So I'd been given
something most Magi worked for yearsto achieve—and | didn't want it. It only complicated an aready
fucked-up Situation.

The steam shifted, blowing thisway and that. | looked up to see the water running in the shower. | was
wasting hot water.

That got me moving. | stripped off the rest of my clothes with trembling fingers and stepped into the
shower, loosing my hair with asigh. I've been dyeing my hair black for years, to fit in with Necromance
codes, but sometimes | wondered if | should stresk it with some purple or something. Or cut the damn
mess off. When | wasyoung and in the Hall, every girl's hair was trimmed boy-short except for the
sexwitches. | suppose growing it out when | reached the Academy was another way of proving | wasno
longer required to follow any rules other than the professiona ones. Purple streaks would ook nice on
me

I'd been mousy blonde at the Hall. Dyeing your hair to fit in with the antiquated dress codes rubbed me
the wrong way, but part of being an accredited Necromance was presenting a united front to the world.
Wewere all supposed to look similar, to be instantly recognizable, dark-haired and pale with emerads
on our cheeks and accreditation tatsif possible, carrying our swords like Shamans carried their staves.

Oncel retirel'll let it grow out blonde, maybe, | thought, and then the shock of unredity hit me again.
| dumped againgt thetiled wall, my teeth chattering.

| traced aglyph for Strength on the tileswith atrembling finger. It flushed red for amoment—I was
dangeroudy closeto shock. And if | went into shock, what would the demon do?

| finished washing up and got out, dried off, and padded into my bedroom, carrying my bag. | was
dressed in afew minutes, moving automatically, sticking my feet back into my favorite pair of boots. The
mark on my shoulder wasn't hurting now—it just ached allittle, aflare of Power staining through my
shidlding and marking me like ademon to Sight. Black diamond spangles whirled through the trademark
glitters of aNecromance's aura, and | could see the mark on my shoulder, aspot of pulsing darkness.

Great. Thiswill make work so much easier, | thought, and sighed. | needed food. My stomach was
rumbling, probably because I'd puked everything out in a back-street dley. | yawned, scratched under
my wet hair, and scooped up my sword, dumping my sat-crusted clothesin the hamper.

Then | paced over to my file cabinet, passing my hand over the locked drawer. Thelocks—both
electronic and magicka—clicked open, and | dug until | found what | needed. | didn't give myself any
timeto think about it.

Theredfile. | hdditinatrembling hand for amoment and then dammed the drawer shut. Scooped up
my bag from the bed and stood for amoment, my knees shaking dightly, my head down, gasping likea
racehorse run too hard.

When | could breathe properly again, | ssamped down the sairs, pausing hafway to touch the Anubis
datue st in thelittle shrine tucked in the niche. I'd need to light acandle to him if | survived this.



| found the demon in my kitchen, contemplating my coffeemaker with alook of abstract horror. It was
the closest to a human expression he seemed capable of, with his straight saturnine face. "What?" |
asked.

"Youdrink freeze-dried?'he asked, asif hejust found out I'd been sacrificing babiesto Y ahweh.

"I'm not exactly rich, Mr. Creepy,” | informed him. "Why don't you just materidize some Kona
fresh-ground if you're such asnob?

"Would you like meto, Mistress?' There was the faintest suggestion of asneer in hisvoice. Hewas il
wearing the long black coat. | took acloser look at him. Long nose, winged cheekbones, strong chin...
he wasn't spectacular like Lucifer, or horrific like thething inthe hal. | shivered reflexively. Helooked
normal , and that was even more terrifying, once you redly thought about it.

"Just cal me Danny," | mumbled, and stamped over to the freezer, pulling it open. | yanked the canister
out. "Here'sthe real coffee. | only get thisout for friends, so be grateful .

"Y ou would call meafriend?' He sounded amazed now. It wasalot lesslike talking to arobot. | was
grateful for that.

"Not redly,” | said. "But | do appreciate you holding me up out of my own puke. | understand you're just
doing what Lucifer tels you and something tells me you don't like me much, so well have to cometo
some kind of agreement.” | tossed the canister at him, and he plucked it out of the air with one swift
movement. "Y ou're pretty good,” | admitted. "I'd hate to have to spar with you."

Heinclined hishead dightly, hisink-black hair falling back from hisforehead. "My thanksfor the
compliment. I'll make coffee.”

"Good. I'm going to go think about this," | said, turning my back on him. Helooked like a piece of
baroque furniture in my deek, high-tech kitchen. | dmost wanted to wait to seeif he could figure out the
coffeemaker, but | wasn't that curious. Besides, demons have been fooling with technology for hundreds
of years. They're good at it. Unfortunately for humans, demons don't like sharing their technology, which
isrumored to be spotless and perfect. It occurred to me now that the demons probably were doing now
what the Nichtvren had done before the Parapsychic Act—using proxiesto control certain biotech or
dtraight-tech corporations. Cloned blood had been a Nichtvren-funded advance; lots of immortal
bloodsuckers had grown very rich by being the stockholders and silent partnersin severa businesses. |
guesswhen you're faced with eternity, you kind of have to start playing with money to assure yourself a
safenest.

| carried the file into the living room and collgpsed on the couch. My entire body shook, waves of
tremors from my crown to my soles. | balanced the file on my stomach, flung my arm over my eyes, and
breathed out, my lips dackening. Training took over, brainwaves shifting. | dropped quickly into trance,
finding the place indde mysdlf that no genemap or scan would ever show, and was gone dmost
immediatdy.

CHAPTER9

Blue crystal walls rose up around me. The Hall was immense, stretching up to dark, starry infinity,
plunging down below into the abyss. | walked over the bridge, my footfalls resounding against the
stone. My feet were bare—I felt grit on the stone surface, the chill of wet rock, the press of my



long hair against my neck. Here, | always wore the white robe of the god's chosen, belted with
silver, the mark on my cheek burning. The emerald flamed, a cocoon of brightness, kept me from
being knocked off the bridge and into endless wells of the dark. The living did not come here—
except for those like me.

Necromances.

On the other side of the bridge the dog waited, sleek and black; His high pointed ears focused
forward, sitting back on His haunches. | touched my heart and then my forehead with my right
hand, a salute. "Anubis,” | said in the not-dream, and my lips shaped the other sound that was the
god's personal name, that-which-coul d-not-be-spoken, resonating through me.

| amthe bell, but the god puts His hand upon me and makes me sing.

| breathed out, the warmth of His comfort descending on me. Here in thisrefuge | was safe even
from Lucifer—demons did not tread in Death. At least, I'd never seen one here.

Sometimes, especially after a long stint of working one apparition after another, | wanted to stay.
Almost needed to stay. No other Necromance could enter my Hall, even those that could speak to
Anubis astheir psychopomp. Here | was blessedly alone, except for the dead and the god.

The cipher of the god's presence in the form of a dog pressed closer. | stroked His head. Slently, |
felt Him take the crushing weight of the problem and consider it. Blue crystal walls and floors
sang a tone that washed through me, pushing away fear and pain as they always did. The souls of
the dead rushed past, crystal draperies fluttering and dliding past the edge into the well of souls,
impelled down the great expanse of the ballroom of infinity, | curled my fingersin the dog's fur
and felt a jolt of warmth slide up my arm.

My left shoulder twinged. The dog looked up, sleek black head inquiring; then nodded, gravely. |
found myself laughing. It was all absurd. The demon’'s mark did not rob me of my ability to walk
in Death. | was under the protection of my patron, the Lord of the Dead, what did | have to fear?

Nothing.

| sat straight up, bright metal peeking out between hilt and scabbard. The demon looked down at me, his
green eyes subdued now. Thefile started to dide off my stomach.

| grabbed for the red file, propping the sword to the side, using the floor to brace the end of the scabbard
50 | could didethe metal back in. It took me afew momentsto get Situated, but Jaf waited patiently, then
handed me a cup of steaming coffee. "Were you dreaming, or Journeying?' he asked.

"Neither." The contact with the psychopomp is private; other Necromances don't talk or write about it
easly—and never to strangers or other psis. | would most definitely not tell this demon about it. |
accepted the coffee cup, sniffed delicately at it. Good and strong. He'd even added alittle bit of creamer,
whichishow | likemy coffee. "Thanks."

He shrugged, folded his hands around the mug he'd chosen. It was the blue one, an interesting choice.
Most people chose the white one, afew chose the red geometric TanDurf mug. Only one other person
I'd dllowed in my house had chosen the blue Baustoh mug.

Maybe the gods were trying to tell me something.

| yawned, scrubbed at my eyes, reached over and hooked up the phone. I'm one of the few people left
without avidshell. | don't want anyone seeing my face unlessit'sin person. Cal me aLudder, but |



distrusted vidshells. And in the privacy of my home, if | wanted to answer the phone naked it was
nobody's business but mine.

| keyed in the number. The electronic voice came on, | punched in afew buttons, the program checked
my balance and informed me the pizzawould be at the door in twenty minutes. | hung up, yawning again.
"Pizzasonitsway," | said. ™Y ou can eat human food, right?*

"l can," he agreed. "Y ou're hungry?"

| nodded, took asip of coffee. It burned my tongue, | made aface, settled thefilein my lap. The tapestry
hung on my west wall fluttered unessily, Horus's eyes shifting back and forth. "I lost lunch and breskfast
back inthat aley, and | need food or | start talking to dead people.” | shivered. "Without meaningto,” |
added. "Anyway, | hope you like pepperoni. Make yoursdlf at homewhile| take alook at this."

He backed away without looking, dropped down in a chair next to astack of Necromance textbooks
holding up a potted euphorbia. Then he just sat, his eyes narrowed, holding the coffee under his nose but
not drinking it, watching me.

| opened thefile.
Secondsticked by. | redlly didn't have the courage to look down yet.

| Spped a my coffee again, durping, taking in air to cool it. Then | looked down at thefile. Therewas
the grainy police laseprint that made my stomach flipflop—Santino getting out of acar, hislongicy-pae
hair pulled back and exposing his pointed ears, the vertical black teardrops over his eyes holes of
darkness. | shut my eyes.

"Get down, Doreen. Get down!"

Crash of thunder. Moving, desperately, scrabbling... fingers scraping against the concrete, rolling
to my feet, dodging the whine of bullets and plasbolts. Skidding to a stop just as he rose out of the
dark, the razor glinting in one hand, his claws glittering on the other .

"Game over," he giggled, and the awful tearing in my side turned to a burning numbness as he
dlashed, | threw myself backward, not fast enough, not fast enough—

| shook memory away.

Last seen in Santiago City, Hegemony, it said, and gave adate five years back. That's the day
Doreen died, | thought, taking another durp of coffeeto cover up my sudden flinch. He could be
anywhere in the world by now. He had been using the name Modeus Santino, rich and elusive owner of
Andro BioMed... weld thought he was cosmetically modified; the rich got atered to look like whatever
they wanted nowadays. After the murder investigation, we found out Andro BioMed was a front for
another corporation. But the paper trail stopped cold, since the parent corporation had filed Andro under
the Mob corporate laws, effectively rendering itself anonymous.

| hated the Maob like | hated Chill. It wouldn't have hurt any of them to tell uswhere Santino had gone, it
wasn't like we were trying to bring down the Mob asawhole.

Wed squeezed every Mob connection in town and made ourselves afew enemies and finally had to
admit defest. The ancient law of omerta ill reigned even in thistechnological age. Santino had vanished.

More pictures.



Picturesof victims.

The first one was the worst because the first one was Doreen lying under the photographer's glare, her
legs twisted obscenely aside, her dashed throat an awful gaping smile. Her chest cracked open, her
abdominal cavity exposed, her right thigh skinned dl the way down to the bone and a chunk of the femur
excised by a portable lasecutter. Her eyes were closed, her face peaceful, but it was ill...

| looked up at the ceiling. Tears pricked behind my eyes.

Someday someone's going to find out what a soft touch you are, Danny, Reenas voice echoed
through years. | hadn't thought of her in awhile, no more than | would think of any other deep awful
ache. Someone had once accused me of being unfeding. It wasn't true—I felt it all theway down to the
bone. | just didn't see any need to advertiseit.

The doorbell rang, chiming through the silent house. | was halfway to my feet before Jaf reached the
hallway. | sank back down on the couch, listening. The pizza delivery boy's voice was a piping tenor—
must be the kid with the wheelbike, | thought. The murmur of the demon's voice replying, and a
shocked exclamation from the tenor. Maybe Jaf tipped him, | thought, and forced ashaky smile. |
aready could smell cheese and cooked crust. Yum.

The door closed, and ahot stillnesstook over the house. The demon was checking my house shields. It
was fantly rude—he didn't trust me to have my own house guarded?—but then | set my jaw and turned
Doreen'spicture over.

Santino hadn't had time to do his usua work-up on Doreen, but there were other pictures, familiar from
the case. He had taken different things from each—blood, different organs—but dwaysthe femur, or a
piece of it. As serid killerswent, he wasweird only in that he took more numerous trophies than others.

That had been back when the police could afford my services. | ill did aturn every now and again,
mostly on cases Gabe was working.

| owed Gabe. Moreimportant, she was my friend.

He was a demon, | thought. It all makes sense now. Why didn't he taste like a demon? | wasn't
THAT inexperienced . .. and why hasn't Lucifer tracked him down before now?

| looked up. Jaf stood at the entrance to the living room. My tapestry was shifting madly now, woven
strands moving in and out, Horus shimmering, Anubis cam and till, ISssarms beckoning. "Why hasn't
Lucifer tracked him down before now?' | asked. "Fifty yearsisalong time.”

"Not for us," hesad. "It might aswell have been yesterday.”
"Because only humans were being carved up.” | felt my eyes narrow. "Right?"

He shrugged. The coat moved on him like a second skin. "We don't watch every serid killer and crimina
inyour world," he said. "We have other ways to spend our time. Our businessis with those who want to
evolve”

"Get some plates for the pizza, please.” | rubbed a my forehead, ddlicately, with my fingertips. Looked
back down &t thefile.

A teenage girl's eviscerated body peered up at me. Her mouth was open, arictus of terror. They'd called
him the Saint City Slasher in the holovids, lingering over each gory detail, theorizing why he took the
femurs, plaguing the copsfor information.



| reached for the phone again. Dided.

It rang seven times, then picked up. "Mrph. Gaar. Huck." Sounded like amonkey with horrible
bronchitis.

"Hdlo, Eddie" | said. "Is Gabe there?"
"Murk. Guff. Ack."

| took that to mean "yes." Therewasthe sound of diding cloth, then Gabriele's breasthlessvoice. "This
had... better be good.”

"Y ou got some time tonight for me, Spook?"' | asked.
More diding sounds. A thump. Eddi€'s cheated growl. "Danny? What's up?"'
"I'vegot alead," | said. "On the Sasher case."

Silence crackled through the phone line. Then Gabe sighed. "Midnight, my place?' Shedidn't sound
angry.

"You know | don't have time for awild-goose chase, Danny."

"Thisisn't awild-goose chase." My jaw ached, | was dmost grinding my teeth.

"Y ou have new evidence?' Gabe's voice changed from "friend” to "cop” in under a heartbest.

"Of asort," | said. "Nothing that will stand up in court.”

"Doesn't follow the rales of paranormal evidence?' She sounded sharp now, sharp and frustrated.
"Come on, Gabe. Don't ride my ass."

The demon paced into the room, carrying the pizza box and two plates. | nodded at him. He stopped
dead, watching me.

"Fne" Click of alighter, long inhde. She must really be pissed. "Come over a midnight Y ou done?’
"No," | said. | owed her thetruth. "I've got company.”

"Living, or dead?'

"Neither."

Shetook thisin. "All right, keep your little secret. Jesus. Fine. Come over around midnight, bring your
new thing. Well takealook at it. Now leave me aone.”

"'See you soon, Spocardli.”

"Fuck you, Dante." Now she was laughing. | heard Eddie growl another question, and the phone
dammed back into the cradle.

| hung up and looked across at the tapestry. Horus shifted, Isssarm raised, palm-out. The great
goddess held the ankh to Her chest, protectively. | saw Anubis's head make a swift downward
movement.



Asif catching prey.
Wéll, the gods were with me, at least.

"Weve got an appointment in two hours with afriend of mine,” | told the demon. "Let'sgo over thefile
together beforehand, so we're prepared.” Never mind that 1'm going to ditch your immortal ass as
soon as possible. | had to fight back the urge to giggle again. "Bring the pizza over, share some space.” |
patted the couch.

He paused for just the briefest moment before pacing across the room, settling next to me on the couch. |
laid the file asde and flipped the pizzabox open. Half pepperoni, half vegetarian—I took adice of ather,
plopped it on my plate. "Help yourself, Jaf." | prodded him, and he took asingle dice of pepperoni.
Looked at me. "Haven't you ever had pizza before?”

He shook his head, dark hair deek and dicked-back. His face was blank, like arobotic mask. A muscle
twitched in his smooth cheek. Had | somehow violated some complicated demon etiquette?

| folded the vegetarian dicein half, set the open pizzabox on the floor, and took a huge bite. Melted
cheese, crugt, garlic sauce, and chunks of what used to be vegetable matter. "Mmmh," | said, helpfully.
The demon took abite. He chewed, meditatively, swallowed, then took another bite.

| swallowed, tore into another chunk. Licked my fingers clean. Hot grease and cheese. The food made
me alittle more solid, gave me some ballast. | had three dicesin me before | started to dow down and
redly tagteit. | alternated between chunks of pizzaand long gulps of less-scorching coffee. The demon
copied me, and between us, we polished off the whole gigantic pizza. He ate three-quarters of it.

"Y ou must have been hungry,” | said, findly, licking my fingers clean for the last time. "Damn. That was

He shrugged. "Unhedthy," he said, but his green eyes shone. "But yes, very good."
"How long hasit been for you?' | asked. "1 mean, you don't seem like you get out much, you know."

Another shrug. "Mortd years don't mean that much,” he said, effectively sopping the conversation. |
squashed aflare of irritation. Served meright, for getting persona with ademon.

"Okay, fine" | said. "How about you tel mewhy Santino doesn't smdll like ademon?”

"Hedoes," Jaf replied. "Just not the kind that's allowed out of Hell. Santino's a scavenger, and a plague,
one of the Lower Hight of Hell. But he served the Prince well, and was rewarded for it." Jaf popped the
last bit of crust in hismouth, hiseyes hdf-lidding. "That reward allowed him to eventudly escepethe
Princé's gtrictures and come to thisworld, with the Egg.”

"Sowhat'sinthe Egg?' | might as well ask him now, | thought, I might not get a chance to later .
"The Princetold you it's none of your concern,” Jaf said, staring blankly at the pizza box. "Isthere more?!

"What, three-quarters of agigantor pieisn't enough for you?' | stared a him. "Why would breaking the
Egg be bad?'

"I'verarely had human food," the demon said, and hunched his shoulders, sinking into the couch.
"Vardima must not be allowed to break the Egg. The repercussions would be exceedingly unpleasant.”

| blew out adissatisfied snort. "Likewhat?' | asked. "Héllfire, brimstone, plagues, what?*



"Perhaps. Or annihilation for your kind," he replied. "We like humans. We want them to live—at |east,
most of us do. Some of usaren't so sure."

"Great." | toed the empty pizzabox. "So what side are you on?"'

He shrugged again. "'l don't take sides. The Prince points and says that he wants adesath, | kill. No
philosophy for me."

"So you're on the Princes side.” | wiggled my toesinside my boots, then rocked up to my feet. "You're
hungry, huh? That wasn't enough?"

"No." His mouth twisted down on one side.

| scooped up the pizza box and my empty coffee cup. "Okay. Let me seewhat else I've got. What else
do you .know about Santino?'

He spread his hands, indicating helplessness. "I can give you his Name, written in our language. Other
than that, not much.”

"Then what good are you?' Frustration gave my voice an unaccustomed sharp edge. It's usudly better to
speak softly while a Necromance. Some of ustend to affect awhispery tone after awhile. | took adeep
breath. "L ook, you show up a my door, threaten me, beat up six street punks, drag me through Hell, and
finish off thejob by eating most of the pizza. The least you can do isgive mealittle help tracking down
this demon-who-isn't."”

"I can give you his Name, and can track him within a certain distance. Besides, | am to keep you dive”
Japhrime said. ™Y ou might find me useful, after al.”

"Lucifer said you had apersona stakeinthis™" | balanced the pizzabox in one hand. "Well?'

He said nothing. His eyelids dropped amillimeter or so more over burning green eyes. Lucifer's eyes
were lighter, | thought, and shivered. Lighter but more awful .

"You arent going to tell meanything,” | said, findly.
"You'rejust going to try to manipulate me from place to place without telling me anything.”

Nothing, again. Hisface might have been carved out of some golden stone and burnished to amatte
perfection. It waslike having a statue of apriest Sitting on my couch.

That's the last time | try to be nice to a demon, | thought, said it out loud. "That'sthe last time | try to
be niceto ademon.” | turned on my hed and stalked away, carrying the empty pizzabox. Fucking
demons, | thought, rip me away from a nice afternoon spent doing divination and watching the
soaps. Now |'ve got a demon to catch and another goddamn demon sitting on my couch and
Doreen...

| folded the pizzabox in haf, bardly noticing. Then | jammed it in the disposer and closed thelid, pressed
the black button. "Fucking demons,” | muttered. "Push you from square to square, never tell you a
goddamn thing. Y ou can take thisjob and shove it up your inferna—"

Dante. A touch like abresth of cool crystal against my cheek.
| whirled.

The world spun and wavered like acandle flame. | looked down at my hand on the counter, my fingers



long and pale, red molecule-drip polish on my nails glimmering under the full-spectrum lights.
Necromances can't handle high-end fluorescents on adaily basis.

| could have sworn | heard Doreen's voice, felt her usua touch on my cheek, her fingernails brushing
down toward my jaw.

My houseis shielded to afare-thee-wdll; it would take the psychic equivaent of athermonuclear
explosonto get insde.

A demon could do it, | thought. | blinked.
My sword wasin the other room. Theliving room. I'd left my blade with ademon.

| sprinted down the hall and skidded on the hardwood, turning the sharp corner and bolting into the living
room. My sword was where I'd l€ft it, leaning againgt the couch. The demon sat till with his hands
upturned on his knees, his eyes half-closed, a sheet of white paper in one golden hand.

| scooped my sword up and turned on the balls of my feet, metal ringing free from the sheath. Green
sparks flashed—my rings were active again, spitting in the charged air. | dropped below conscious
thought and scanned.

Nothing. Nothing there.

| heard it, | know | heard Doreen'svoice. | know | did. | let out ashort choppy breath. I'd heard her
voice.

My sword rang, very softly, in the sllence. The meta was blessed and rune-spelled, 1'd spent months
pouring Power into it, shaping it into a psychic wegpon as much asaphysica one, degping withit,
carrying it everywhere until it was like an extension of my arm. Now it spoke, achiming song of bloodiust
and fear filling the stedl, pushing outward in ripples to touch the defenses on my house, making them
shiver dightly.

My left shoulder twinged sharply. | glared at the demon, who still hadn't moved.
"Areyou expecting abattle?' he asked, finaly.

A singledrop of sweat rolled down my spine, soaked into the waistband of my jeans. | tried to ook
everywhere at once.

| heard it. | know | did.

| sheathed my sword, backed up toward my atar, scooped up my bag, and did it over my head. |
needed my knives, would haveto go updairs.

"I'm going upgtairs,” | told him. " Someone's playing gameswith me, and | dont likeit. | hate being
played with."

"I am not playing,” he told me. He sounded robotic again.

"Youwouldnt tell meif you were," | pointed out, and backed out of the room. Looks like I'll be
ditching himright about now, | thought. Christ, I'm going to have to leave a demon in my house.
Thisreally sucks.

| made it up the tairs and had my knives on in less than twenty seconds. Then, carrying my sword, |
padded to my bedroom window. The chestnut tree that shaded my window had a convenient branch |



could drop from.

| had the window open and my foot out when Jaf's hand closed around the back of my neck. "Going
somewhere?' he asked in my ear. Hisfingerswere hard, and too hot to be human.

Oh, no, | thought.

CHAPTER 10

| wanted to walk to Gabe's, and the demon had no preference either way. So we walked. Therain had
stopped, and the pavement gleamed wet. At least it wasn't dark-moon—that would have been bad al
the way around. | get cranky around darkmoon, even with the Espo patch to interrupt my menstrual
cycle and keep me from bleeding while I'm on a bounty or just can't be bothered.

| stole glances a the demon as we walked down Trivisidiro Street. Gabe's house was in a bad part of
town, but she still had the high stone walls that her great-grest-something-or-another had put up. The
real defenseswere Gabe's shields and Eddiesrage. Not even a Chill junkie would intrude on a house
held by a Skinlin and a Necromance. Skinlin were mostly concerned with growing things, the modern
equivaent of kitchen witches, most of them worked for biotech firms getting plantsto give up curesfor
ever-mutating diseases and splicing together plant DNA with magick or complicated procedures. Skinlin
are asrare as sedayeen but not as rare as Necromances, most psions are Shamans. Another hot debate
between the Ceremonias and Magi and genetic scientists: Why were Necromances and sedayeen so
rare?

The only real drawback to Skinlinisthat they are berserkersin afight; adirtwitchinarageislikea
Chill-freak—they don't stop even when wounded. And Eddie was fast and mean even for adirtwitch.

The demon said nothing, just paced aongside me with even unhurried strides. It was uncomfortably like
walking next to abigwild animd.

Not that I'd ever seen abig wild animdl, but ill.

| lasted until the corner of Trivigdiro and Fifteenth. "Look," | said, "don't hold it against me. Y ou can't
blame mefor being cautious. Y ou'rejust hereto yank my chain and take this Egg thing back to Lucifer,
leaving mein the dust and probably facing down Santino aone to boot. Why shouldn't | be careful ?!

He said nothing. Laser-bright eyes glittered under straight eyebrows. His golden cheeks were hairless
and perfect—demons didn't need to shave. Or did they? Nobody knew. It wasn't the sort of question
you asked them.

"Helo?' | snapped my fingers. "Anyonein there?"
Hedill sad nothing.

| sighed, and looked down at my feet, obediently stepping one after another on the cracked pavement.
We had to wait for the light here, Trivisidiro wasamagjor artery for streetside hover and pedicab traffic.
"All right,” | findly admitted, while we waited for the light. "I'm sorry. There. Y ou happy?"

"Y ou chatter too much," he said.

"Fuck you too," was my graceless and reflexive reply. The light changed, and | didn't look, just stepped



off the curb, aready planning how to ditch him after Gabe's house.

My left shoulder gave one hot flare of agony. Hishand closed around my arm and jerked me back asa
warm rash of air blasted up the Street. Thetdltale whine of hovercells crested, and adeek slver
passenger hover jetted past, going well over the speed limit, a sonic wash of antipolice shielding making
me cringe.

| should have sensed that, | thought.

| ended up breathless and stunned, staring after the car. Sooner or later acop cruiser would lock onto it
and the driver would end up with aticket, but right now my skin tingled and roughened with gooseflesh.
The demon's fingers unloosed from my arm, one by one.

My breath whooshed out of me. | wasn't focusing on my surroundings. | wastoo busy grousing to mysalf
over being stuck with ademon. It was unprofessiona of me—but more important, it could get mekilled.
| couldn't afford to lose my focus.

| dosed my eyes, promising mysdf | would pay attention from now on, okay, Danny? It's no skin off
the demon's nose if you fucking well get yourself run over by a frat boy in his daddy's hover .

| should say thanks, | thought, and then, If it wasn't for him | wouldn't be standing here, 1'd be at
home nice and warm and dry. And going on with my life.

"Thanks," | said findly, opening my eyes and taking adightly calmer look at theworld. "I know you're
just doing what you'retold... but thanks." 1 won't pull a stupid stunt like that again.

He blinked. That was dl the response | got from him.
| checked the Street and was about to step out, cautioudy, when he caught my arm again.

"Do you hate demons?’ he asked, looking out over the empty street. The "don't walk™ sign began to
flash.

| jerked free of hishand, and helet me. "'If what you tell meistrue, it was one of yoursthat killed my best
friend,” | told him. "She was sedayeen. She never hurt anyonein her life. But Santino killed her dl the
same.”

He stared acrossthe street asif he found the traffic sgnasincredibly interesting.

"But no," | continued findly, "1 don't hate demons. | just hate being jacked around, that'sdl. Y ou could
have smply asked me nicdly instead of sticking agun inmy face, you know."

"l will remember that." Now instead of "robot" he sounded faintly surprised. "Santino killed your friend,
then?'

"Hedidn'tjust kill her," | snagpped. "Heterrorized her for months and nearly killed metoo.”

Therewas along slencefilled with city sounds—the wall of drens, distant traffic, the subwhine of urban
Power shifting from space to space.

"Then | will make him pay for that,” he said. "Come, it's safer now."

| checked again and followed him across the street. When we reached the other side he dropped back to
wak besde me, head down, hands behind his back while he paced. My thumb caressed the guard on
my sword, wanting to pop the blade free.



If they wereright, and | could kill Santino, thiswas the blade that would do it.

Wait until Gabe sees this, | thought, and found mysalf smiling, ahard delighted smile that would not
reach my eyes.

CHAPTER 11

| ladd my hand against the gate, |et the shields vibrate through me. Gabe's work recognized me, and the
gate lock clicked open. | pushed beforeit could swing closed, dipped through. The demon stepped
through dmost on my heds, and Gabe's shielding flushed red, swirled uneasily. | bit down on theinside of
my cheek and waited.

Gabe's shields settled, turned a deep blue-violet. She'd read what was with me, and wasn't amused.

"Comeon," | said, and the demon followed me up the long paved drive. "Keep your mouth shut, okay?
Thisisimportant.”

"Asyou like" hesaid. It would be hard for him to sound any moreflat or sarcastic.
Just when | was sarting to think | might like him, too.

| walked up to the house, my footfals echoing on pavement. The grounds were ragged, but still evidently
agarden. Eddie kept the hedges down and the plots weeded.

| went up the steps to the red-painted door. Gabe's house had layers and layers of shielding—her family
had been Necromances and cops for along time, since before the Parapsychic Act was signed into law,
giving psis protected status and aso granting citizenship for severa other nonhuman races. Gabe's trust
fund was humongous and well-managed; she didn't even have to work as aNecromance, let dloneasa
cop. She had this thing about community service, passed down from her mother's sde of the family. |
admired that sense of respongbility in her; it made up for her being arich brat.

| knocked, courteous, feeling aflare of Power right inside the door.

Eddie tore the door open and glowered at me, growling. | smiled, keeping my teeth behind closed lips.
The demon, fortunately, said nothing, but adow tensing of his diamond-flaming aurawarned me. The
same auralay over mine, tensing asif to shield me, too.

The shaggy blond Skinlin stood there for along ten seconds or so, measuring us both. His shoulders
hulked, straining a his T-shirt, and the smell of wet earth and tree branches made the air heavy around
him. | kept my hands very ill. If he jumped for me he wouldn't stop until one or both of uswas bleeding.

Gabe resolved out of the shadows, her sword out, soft light diding on the blade's surface. Y ou didn't tell
me you were bringing ademon,” she said, her low soft voice a counterpoint to Eddie's growling.

Gabriele Spocarelli was small and dender, five foot two inches of muscle and grace. Her Necromance tat
glittered on her cheek, the emerald spitting and twinkling agreeting that my own cheek burned,
answering. She wore a scoop-necked silk sweeter and apair of torn jeans, and looked casualy elegant
inaway | had aways secretly envied. | dwayswondered what she saw in adirty misanthropic
hedge-wizard, but Eddie seemed to treat her well and was almost fanatically protective of her. Gabe
needed it. She got into alot of trouble for a homicide detective—amost as much trouble as| did.



Almos.

"I'm kind of surprised by that mysdlf,” | said. "Truce?" | reached up dowly and pulled cloth away from
my shoulder, exposing about half of the red, scarred brand that was the mark of ademon familiar. "I've
got astory to tell you, Gabe."

Gabride consdered mefor along moment, her eloquent dark eyes passing over the demon and back to
the mark on my shoulder. Then her sword flickered back into its sheath. "Eddie, can you get us some
tea?' she asked. "Comein, Danny. Y ou've never pulled amickey on me before; | suppose you're not
pulling one now.”

"You can't be serious," Eddie started, his blond eyebrows pulling together. Why does he never seemto
shave?| thought, letting go of my shirt. | felt better with the mark covered up.

"Oh, comeon, Eddie," shesad. "Livealittle. Tea, please. And you—whoever you are—" Her eyes
flicked over Jaf. "If you bring trouble into my house, I'll send you back to Hell posthaste. Got it?”

| saw the demon nod out of the corner of my eye. He said nothing.
Good for him.

Inside Gabe's house, the scented dark pulled close. Sheld been burning kyphii. | closed my eyesfor a
moment and filled my lungs. She wasn't the most powerful Necromance around, but she had aqudity of
precision and serenity most Necromances lacked. Necromances don't often like hanging out with each
other. We tend to be aneurotic bunch of primadonnas, in fact. To find someone | actualy liked who
understood what it was like to seethe dead... that was exceptional.

She led usinto the kitchen, where Eddie had the kettle on. He had my regular cup out, too, the long
sinuous black mug reserved for me. "Tea?" | asked the demon, and he spread his hands, helplesdy. "Helll
havetea. I've told him not to open hismouith, it'll get usdl in trouble.”

"Good thinking." Gabe set her sword down on the counter. | prefer akatana-shaped blade, but Gabe
went for atwo-handed longsword that seemed far too big for her dim hands. And believe mewhen | say
| never want to face her across that edged metal. "' So you said, about that case...”

| dug thefile out of my bag and handed it to her. "The Prince of Hell wants meto track down thisguy.
His name's Vardima—our old buddy Santino.”

"The Prince of—" Her eyes stuttered past me, fastened on Jaf .

"Apparently thisisthe Devil'serrand boy," | said, trying to strangle the mad giggle that rose up insde me.
It didn't work; | snorted out half alaugh and shivered. "'I've had a really rough day, Gabe."

She flipped the file open, even though she knew what it contained. Her face turned paper-white.
"Gabride?' Eddie's voice held only atouch of agrowl.

Gabridle fumbled in her pocket, dug out acrumpled pack of Gitanes, and fished one out with trembling
fingers. She produced aslver Zijaan and clicked the flameinto life. The smell of burning synth hash
mixed with the pungent spice of kyphii. "Make sometea, Eddie," she said, and her voice was steady and
husky. "Goddamn."

| perched on astool on the other side of the breakfast counter. ™Y eah." My own voice was husky,
maybe from the smokeintheair.



Gabe dapped the file closed, not even looking at the demon's addition—the single sheet of paper with
slvery linesmarking Vardima-Santino's name in the demon language. "Y ou redly think..."

"l do," | answered. "Honestly."

She considered this, took another drag off her smoke. The emerad set in her cheek flashed, popped a
gpark out into the air; my rings answered with asow steady swirling. Eddie poured hot water into the
cups. | sniffed. Mint tea. "What do you need?' Gabefindly asked.

"I need a paranorma-Hunt waiver on my bounty hunter'slicense. That wasfairly standard and carried
no liability for her; al I'd have to do was have her sign off on the paperwork. Now came the big stuff. "I
need two H-DOC and omni-license-to-carry, and | need aplug-in for the Net." | licked my dry lips. If |
was going to go after ademon, | needed all the policeware | could beg, borrow, or stedl. The H-DOC
and the plug-in would give me access to Hegemony cop computers and the treaty-access areas of
Putchkin cop nets, and the omni license would be niceto have if | needed a plascannon or afew
submachine guns to make sure the demon stayed down.

"Chrigt," Eddie snorted. "And a partridge in a pear tree. Want her fucking left kidney too, Danny?*

I ignored him, but the demon shifted hisweight, standing right behind me. My left shoulder throbbed, a
perssent fiery ache.

Gabe's dark eyes hdf-lidded, and she inhaed more smoke. "I can get you the parawaiver and one
H-DOC and maybe an omni, but aplug-in... | don't know. This doesn't congtitute new evidence.”

"What if | made adonation?' | asked. My rings spat and crackled. "Thisis important.”
"Don't you think | know that?" she snapped. "What the fuck, Danny?"

| accepted my teafrom Eddie, who dammed a pink flowered ceramic mug down for the demon. My
mouth quirked, turned down at the corners. "I'm sorry," | said. "'l just... Doreen, you know."

"I know." Gabe flipped over another page. "l can't get ajudge to sign aplug-in for you on the basis of
this... but | can ask around and see what the boys can do on the unofficial side. Might even be ableto
get you some backup. What do you say?'

"I work done." | jerked my head back at Jaf. "The only reason | let him tag along is because I've been
forcedintoit. Y ou should have seen it, Gabe. It was awful.”

She shuddered, afaint line beginning between her perfect charcoa eyebrows. "1 have no desireto ever
seethat, Danny. Graeco Hades is enough for me."

| had never asked who her persona psychopomp was. Now | wondered. It wasn't apolite
question—each key to unlock Death's door is different, coded into the deepest levels of breath and
blood and consciousness that made up a Necromance. It was like looking in someone's underwear
drawer to the nth degree.

| blew acrossthe top of my teato cool it. Gabe flipped grimly through the rest of thefile. Her fingers
shook alittle; she tapped hot ash into asmall blue ceramic bowl. Eddie hovered in the kitchen, running
his blunt fingers back through his shaggy blond-brown hair, his eyesfixed on Gabriele's drawn-back lips
and tense shoulders.

"Gods above and below,” she sad, findly. "Can that thing actualy track Santino?"



| half-turned on the stool . Jaf's eyes met mine. Had he been watching the back of my head? Why?
"Canyoutrack him?' | asked.

He shrugged, spreading his hands again to indicate hel plessness. | glared at him. "Ah." He cleared his
throat. It was the first dmost-human sound I'd heard from him. "Once | am close enough, | can track
him. The problem will be finding the part of your world to look in."

"l need aplug-in to get information on who'sin whatever town | goto,” | said softly, swiveling back to
look a Gabe. "The nightsde will help metrace him, especidly if he's up to hisold tricks. Dacon can do
me up atracker, but if Santino's afucking demon and notices me using Magi magick, he might be ableto
counter.” | paused. "Hard."

Gabe chewed at her lower lip, considering this. Shelooked over a Eddie, findly, and the Skinlin tilled.
Motionless, barely even bregthing, he stood in the middle of the clean blue-tiled kitchen, hisblunt fingers
hanging loosdly a hissdes.

Shefindly looked up a me. "Y oull get your plug-in. Give me twenty-four hours.”

| nodded, took another sip of my tea. "Good enough. I'm going to visit Dacon and the Spider, and | need
to kit mysdlf out. Has Dake moved?'

"Y ou kidding? Y ou know him, can't stand to walk down the street done. He's still in that hole out on
Pole Street,” she answered. "Y ou've got to get some deep, Danny. | know how you are when you hunt.”

| shrugged. "I don't think I'll get much deep for awhile. Not until | rip his spleen out—Vardima, Santino,
whoever heis. Whatever heis"

"If he was ademon, why didn't we know?" Gabe tapped her short, bitten nails against her swordhilt.

| tipped my head back, indicating Jaf. " He says Santino's a scavenger, and they aren't allowed out of
Héll. This one escaped with something L ucifer wants back."

"Great." Her mouth turned down briefly. "Onething, Danny. Don't bring that thing here ever again.”

My rings spat green sparks. It was smdl consolation that Gabe understood how much more dangerous
the demon was than me. | would have thought she'd be alittle more understanding, knowing what it was
like to be pointed and sneered at on the Street.

But then again, ademon was something different. "He's not athing,” | remarked acidly, and Japhrimel
gave me asddong look. "He's ademon. But don't worry, | won't.”

CHAPTER 12

| needed to shake out the fidgets and think, and | thought best while moving. | doubted the demon could
ride adichoard, so we walked. The demon trailed me, his boots echoing against pavement. My fingers
locked so tightly around my scabbard they ached.

Bits of foil wrappers and discarded paper cups, cigarette butts, the detritus of city life. | kicked at a
Sodaflo can, the duminum rattling against pavement. Little speckles from quartz in the pavement, broken
glass, arotting cardboard Cereon box, a pigeon hopping in the gutter, taking flight with awhir of wings.



Two blocks fell away under my feet. Three,
"Thet went well," J&f said findlly.

| glanced up at him from my boot toes. ™Y ou think s0?" | settled my bag againgt my hip. "Gabeand | go
way back."

"Gabe?' Histonewasfaintly inquiring. "And you're... Danny. Dante."

"I had aclassical humanist for asocid worker.” | stroked my swordhilt. "I tested positive for psionic
ability, got tossed into the Hegemony ps program. | was lucky.”

“Lucky?"

"My parents could have sold me as an indentured, probably in acolony, ingtead of havingmeina
hospita and automatically giving meto the foster program,” | said. Though a colony would have been
preferable to Rigger Hall. For amoment the memory—Iocked in the cage, sharp bites of nothingness
and madness againgt my skin; or the whip burning asit laid a stroke of fire dong my back—roseto
chokeme. The Hall had been hell—atrue hell, ahuman hell, without the excuse of demonsto makeit
terrifying. "Or sold meto awage-farm, worked until my brain and Taent gave out. Or sold measa
breeder, squeezing out one psi-positive baby after another for the colony program. Y ou never know."

IIG.LII

| looked up again, caught aflash of his eyes. Had he been looking at me? His profile was bony, almost
ugly, afal of light from a streetlamp throwing dark shadows under his eyes and cheekbones. Hisaura
was strangdly subdued, the diamond darknessfolding around him.

Likewings.

| waslucky. | didn't know who my parentswere, but their last gift to me had been having mein ahospital
and signing the papersto turn me over to the Hegemony. Even though the Pargpsychic Act was law and
psisweretechnicaly free citizens, bad things still happened. Psswere till sold into virtua davery,
especidly if their Taent was wesk or their genesrecessive. And most especidly if they werebornin
backroom clinics or in the darkness of redlight districts and dums.

His black coat made a dight sound as he moved. He had a habit of clasping his hands behind his back
while waking, which gave him adow, measured gait. "So what do you do?" | asked. "In Hdll, | mean.
What's your job?"

If I thought his profile was ugly before it became stondike and savage now, his mouth pulling down and
his eyes actudly turning darker, murderoudy glittering. My heart jJumped into my throat, | tasted copper.

"l amtheassassin,” hesadfindly. "I am the Princegs Right Hand."
"Y ou do the Devil's dirty work?"

"Can you find some other titleto give him?" he asked. "Y ou are exceedingly rude, even for ahuman.
Demons do not conform to your human idea of evil."

"Y ou're an exceeding asshole, even for ademon,” | snapped. "And the human idea of evil isdl I've got.
So what is such an august personage doing hanging out with me?"

"If | keep you divelong enough to recover the Egg, | will befree" he said through gritted teeth.



"Y ou mean you'e not free now?"

"Of course not." Hetilted his head up, asif listening. After afew moments, | heard adistant Sren. My |eft
shoulder twinged. "Where are we going?'

"I'm going to see Dacon. HEsaMagi, hell just love you." My jaw ached and my eyes were hot and
grainy. "After that I'm going to get some deep, then I'll visit the Spider. And by then Gabe should have
everything together, and I'll gart hunting.”

"I suppose you will try to escape me as soon aspossible,” he said.
"Not tonight,” | promised him. "I'm too tired tonight."
"But afterward?’ he perssted. "I don't want to lase my chance at freedom for your petty human pride.”

"You say 'human' likeit'sadirty word." | tucked my free hand in my pocket. My rings were dark now,
no longer glittering and sparking. Out here, in the flux and ambient static of city Power, the atmosphere
wasn't charged enough to make them react. Instead, they settled into awatchful gleam.

"That's the same way you say 'demon,™ he shot back, immediately. Was he scoming? | had never seen
ademon scowl, and | stared, fascinated.

I'm not going to win this one, | redized, and dropped my eyes hurriedly back down to the pavement
"You stuck aguninmy face" It waslame even by my standards.

"That'strue," he admitted. "1 did. | thought you were a door-guard. Who knows what the best
Necromance of a generation has guarding the door? | was only told to collect you and keep you dive.
Nothing ese, not even that you were awoman.”

| stopped short on the sidewalk and examined him. He stopped, too, and turned dightly, facing me.
| pulled my free hand from my pocket, stuck it out. "Let'sstart over,” | said. "Hi. I'm Danny Vaentine."

He paused for so long that | dmost snatched my hand back, but he finaly reached out and hisfingers
closed around mine. "1 am Japhrimel," he said gravely.

| shook hishand twice, had to pull alittle to take my hand back. "Nice to meet you." | didn't mean it—I
would rather have never seen hisface—but sometimesthe little courtesies helped.

"Likewise" hesaid. "l am very pleased to meet you, Danny."

Maybe hewaslying, too, but | appreciated the effort. "Thanks." | started off again, and hefell into step
beside me. "So you'e Lucifer's Right Hand, huh?!

He nodded, his profile back to itsusua harsh dmost-ugly lines. "Since | was hatched.”

"Hatch—" Then | figured out | didn't want to know. "Never mind. Don't tell me, | don't want to know."
"You'revery wise," he sad. "Some humans pester us incessantly.”

"| thought you liked that," | said. "Demons, | mean, asawhole.”

He shrugged. "Some of us have leave from the Prince to answer the cals of the Magi. | have not had
much traffic with humans.”



"Neither havel," | told him, and that seemed to finish up conversation for awhile. | wasglad. | had a
whole new set of thingsto worry about—how Dacon would react, and how the news of me hanging out
with one of Hell's citizenswould get around town really fast, especidly if | saw Abra | couldn't leavethe
demon behind—he might get into trouble, and besides, | didn't think he'd take to waiting in an dley while
| went into Dake's club.

CHAPTER 13

| wasright. "Absolutely not,” he said, his eyesturning amost incandescent.

"Okay, fine, keep your hat on.” | looked acrosstherain-dick street. A few deek cigar-shaped persond
hovers drifted in a parking pattern overhead, and there were severd dicboards leaning against the side of
the old warehouse, reactive paint glowing on their undersides. | scanned them out of habit and noticed
one had ahot magtag; evidently some kid had jacked it. | clucked out through my teeth. Kids stedling
dicboards, what next? Then again, since hovers had palmlocks and bodyscans built in standard now, a
dicwasall akid could stedl.

Pole Street rang with neon and nightlife around us. | shivered, hunching my shoulders, and sighed. "If you
want to go in with me, you're going to have to do what | tell you, okay? Let me do the talking and don't
start a fight unless| start onefirst. Okay? And try not to kill anyone—just hurt them bad enough to
keep them down."

He nodded, hisdark hair stuck to his head with dampness. A fine drizzle had started around Trivisdiro
and Eighteenth Street, and followed all the way out into the Tank. A block down from us, agroup of
freelance hookers huddled under an overhang, the neon running wetly off their pleather sheaths and
go-go boots. A cop cruiser did by likeaslent shark, bristling with antennas and humming with
riotshields. It drifted to astop by the hookers, and | wondered if they were scanning for licenses or
looking for alittle fun.

| licked my dry lips, nervous. "Actudly,” | said, "can you look scary? It would help.”
He bared histeeth, and | had to fight down the urge to step back.
"Okay," | said."Youwin. You just look scary and I'll do thetalking."

We crossed the street, the demon keeping step dightly behind me, and stepped up on the pavement on
the other side. There were two bouncers there—shaved gorillas with black-market augments, three times
my sze. My fingersitched.

Don't let there be any trouble, | prayed silently.

| cameto astop right in front of the bouncers. The one on theleft paled visibly, seeing my tat. The oneon
my right looked the demon over, hisfat cheeks quivering with either terror or sllent laughter. | inhaled
deeply, tasting night air, hash smoke, and the salt-swesat-sweet smell of Chill. Did Dake know one of his
bouncers was on Clormen-137? That shit was nasty, it made addicts psychotic after awhile. Taking down
aChillfreak was hard work.

| tilted my head so my tat was visble to both of them. "Dacon Whitaker," | said, pitching my voiceloud
enough to dice through the pounding bass thudding out the door.



The bouncer on theright nodded. | saw thetdltae glint of acommlink glittering from hisright ear, and his
throat swelled. He had a subvocal implant, too.

Great. Dake knew | was coming.

"He'sindisposed,” Shaved Gorilla#1 said. He had muttonchop and some very nice custom-made |eather
pantsstraining at his massve legs.

"Either he seesme now, or | tear his club apart and bring the cops down here. He can be charged for
interfering with alegitimate hunt." My lips peeled back from my teeth. "I'm doing abounty, and I'mina
bad mood. It'sup to him."

The demon's hot silence swelled behind me. Five seconds. Ten. Fifteen.
"Comeonin," thegorillaon theright said. "Go up to the office, the big man says."

| nodded and passed between them, the demon moving close. Together we plunged into a swirling
migraine attack of red and orange light, skittersof brightness from the blastball hanging from the calling,
hash smoke and the reek of acohol mixing with the smell of sweet and the psychic assault of a
warehouse full of people, sunk in the music, most of them dancing. A thin edge of red desperation curled
over asmile, arazor-flick against anumb arm.

| was used to the sensory assaullt, bardly paused, my menta shields thickening. There were ghostflitsin
the corners, riding the air, afew of them slently screaming.

People think that when they die, the Light opens up and takes them. A mgority of thetime, that's what
happens. But sometimes—often enough—the soul is chained here. Sometimes confused, or held by
violent death, and sometimes just unable to leave without aloved one, the souls of the dead crowd
toward the living any place there's Power enough to feed them and make them more than just acold Sigh
againg the ngpe, more than just amemory.

Back before the Parapsychic Act, there was about fifty years of psionics being bought and sold by
corporations like chattel—even Necromances. And before that, Necromances were generally locked in
asylums or driven to suicide by what we saw—uwhat nobody else could see. Some, like Gabe's
ancestors, made it through by keeping mum about their talents, blending in. Others just assumed they
were crazy.

| forced my way through the crowd, each person a padded dedgehammer blow, laid completely open by
hash and trance music. | recognized the track—it was RetroPhunk's " Celadon Groove'.

If I could stand being around a crowd again, | could dance to this, | thought, and felt asharp twisting
pan. | hadn't danced for three years. Not since Jace.

Don't think about that. My head came up; | scanned the crowd. Like most psis, | didiked crowds,
especidly riot-crowds or large groups al stoned on hash. Sure, | could jack in and ride the Power
created by that much wide-open emotiona energy—but | had no need of it. Other psis knew enough to
keep their thoughts to themsalves, but most normals were doppy broadcasters, hammering a even the
best of shieldswith the chaotic wash of sense-impressions and thoughts. It was like walking through a
fidd of unmuffled hovers, evenif you had earplugs the noise still settled againgt the pul se and bones, and
hurt.

No. Maybe it wasn't the dancing or the crowd that hurt, maybe it was only my heart. | hadn't thought of
Jacein a least Sx months.



Writhing bodies pulsed on the lit-up dance floor. | saw couples twisted around each other, afew
shadowed boothsin back full of bodiesthat could have been swooning in love or death. A sharp strain of
desperate sex rode the air. My nostrils flared and my rings sparked. | could have jacked into the
atmosphere and used that Power for a Greater Work, if 1'd needed to. | did between two tarted-up,
rail-thin yuppie girls so doped-out on hash it was awonder they were still vertica; nodded to the
bartender.

Behind the bar was a moth-eaten red velvet curtain that the bartender—a skinny nervous manin ared
jumpsuit, a Cigarette hanging from hislips—pushed aside. A safety door was dightly open, adice of
ydlow light leaking out and into the smoky air.

Themusic shifted. My skin prickled with heet and unessy energy.

Goddammit, that bastard at the door warned Dake and now he's getting ready. | wanted him
off-balance.

| jJumped forward, darted through the door, and ran lightly up the stairs. | wasn't in the best shape—my
stomach was still bruised and tender from puking and my entire body felt just afraction of asecond too
dow—nbut when | spun into Dake's plasglass-walled office, my sword aready drawn, he did look
surprised. He was up to his pudgy e bows with venomous green snapping Power, and wasjust turning
away from the open iron casket on his desk.

Dacon wasaMagi, abeit aweak one. Hed been afew years behind me at Rigger Hall, and | till
thought of him asthe same pudgy-faced kid with hisuniform al doppy and his mouth loose and wet from
too much synth hash. Hed barely managed to produce alow-level imp to qudify for Magi-accreditation,
and histat was aplain round Cetic symbol with no taste. All in al, he wasn't the best for thistype of
work, but he wasthe only Magi | could conceivably bully into doing me atracker for ademon without
having to pay anarm and aleg for it.

Even though Dake was alousy Magi when it cameto caling up demons, he was pretty good at the
offensive magicks. He couldn't fight much physically, but with enough of a Power charge he wasfast and
nasty. That, | suspected, waswhy herardly if ever |eft hisnightclub. | hadn't heard of him being on the
street in years. He was as close to ashut-in asit was possible for apsion to get.

And that was aso why he was the perfect choice to do atracker for me. It was a passive offensive piece
of magick, which meant it was right up hisaley—and he didn't haveto leave hisnightclub to do it.

"Youson of abitch,” | said, pleasantly. "Y ou were planning on giving me alittle surprise, weren't you,
Dacon? Just likethe little bitch you are.” My blade spat blue-green, light running aong itsrazor edge. The
runes|'d spelled into the stedl sparked into life, twisting fluidly aong the length of the blade. And the
demon'sauralaid over mine sparked and swirled.

Dacon squesked, hisround pale face suddenly dick with swest. | felt more than heard the arriva of the
demon behind me, and Dacon nearly passed out, swaying, his expensive Drakarmani shirt wet and
clinging under hisarmpits. "Y ou—you—" he spluttered, and the green glow arced between hisfingers.
Soppy of him.

"Me" | answered. "Of course. Who else would come and talk to you, Dake? Nobody likes you, you
have no friends—why are you so fucking surprised?’

Dake's eyesflicked past me. Hewore apair of shiny plesther pants straining to hold hisamplelegsin.
"You havea... that'sa... you've got—"



"A demon familiar." My voice was edged with ahard ddight that | didn't redly fed. "Jeslous, Magi? Il
have him talk to you up closg, if you like."

The demon moved past me, dmost asif reading my mind. The diamond flares of hisauraspread, filling
the room, closing around the unlucky Magi. | held my sword danting across my body, the blessed stedl a
defense from the demon who bore down on Dacon with dow, even steps.

"What the fuck you want?' Dake yelled, scrambling back and almost legping on top of hisdesk. " Chrigt,
Danny, what you want? Just tell me!™

The demon paused, again asif reading my mind.

"Information,” | said, scanning the room. Something was off here, one instrument was out of tune,
screwing up the whole damn band.

My nogtrilsflared.
Sdt-swesat-sweet. The odor of Chill.

| fumbled the paper out of my bag. Silver flashed from my rings. | approached Dake carefully, brushing
past the demon, who stood taut and ready. | unfolded the paper, glanced down at the twisted rune that
was Vardimal's name. The African masks Dake hung on the wals ran with wet red light through the
plasglass windows. People downstairs were dancing, strung out on hash and sex, unaware of the drama
going on right overheed.

"I want you to give me atracker keyed to thisname, Dake. And if you're avery good boy, | won't call
the Patrolsin to get rid of your Chill stash.” You lousy, stupid motherfucker, | thought. Chill's going to
eat you alive. And how many lives are you going to destroy, dealing here? No wonder one of your
bouncersis on that shit. Gods damn you, Dake.

Hisround, brown eyesrolled. | held up the paper, ready to jump back if the green glow around his hands
struck for me. He stuttered.

"l an't—I'm not—Danny—" A thin thread of spittle traced down his stubbled chin. His mouth worked.

"Dont fucking lieto me!" | snarled, my sword whipping up, stopping just intime. Razor stedl caressed his
wet double-chin. "Now, are you going to do me atracker, Dake, or do | get all catholic and burn this
goddamn place down?' Where did the demon go? | wondered. Too much static, where did he go?

The demon's arm shot past me, fingers sinking into Dake's throat under its dab of fat, pushing my sword
asde. | resheathed my blade. "Put. It. Down," the demon said, in alow throbbing impossible-to-ignore
voice.

Something metalic clattered on thefloor. | didn't glance down. The green glow lining the Magi's hands
drained away.

Dake'sface crumpled. He began to sob.

Oh, Sekhmet saes. If he startsto cry I'll be here all night calming him down.

"Let go of him," | snapped. "He won't be good for anything if you make him cry."

The demon made alow, growling sound. "Asyou like," he finished. Dake whined, gibbering with fear.

| was periloudy closeto losng my temper. Insteed, | curled my fingersinto Dake's shoulder asthe



demon retreated. "Oh, c¢mon, Dake, we're just playing around, right? Y ou don't mean to hurt me. You
like me. Y ou want to be my friend, don't you, Dake?"' Exactly as| would talk to afour-year-old.

Dake whined and nodded, hislank brown hair flopping forward over his swesaty forehead. Just like
school. I'd interfered once when some of the bigger Magi kids had been pushing Dake around, and had
to suffer his pathetic attachment for the rest of my career at Rigger Hall. The trouble with Dake was that
he had no grit in him; if he hadn't already been broken Mirovitch and Rigger Hall would have wrecked
him. For aMagi to lack amagicka Will was bad news; the Power wouldn't obey and hisor her spdlls
would go awry. | was of the private opinion that it was agood thing Dake hadn't been ableto call up
more than an imp insde achak circle with awhole collection of more experienced Magi standing guard
in case things went wrong; an unwary, cowardly Magi would be easy prey for anything larger than an
imp.

And | wondered what would have happened if something like Jaf had shown up in response to Dake's
summonings. A Gregter Flight demon could kill even from within achalked circle; that'swhy they were
so hard to call up. Lucky me, getting to hang out with one.

The demon made alow grinding sound, agrowl. "Good," | said. "Good. Y ou'll be my good boy, Dake,
and give meatracker. Then I'll be out of your hair and you can go back to sdlling Chill and waiting for it
to burn out your fucking brain and your Talent aswell.”

"I'mnot on Chill," helied, his eyes shifting back and forth.

| cursed interndly. Does he have enough Talent left to do a decent tracker ? | stepped back, and
Dake did down from the desk, his boots hitting the floor. | half-turned, looked at the demon. Japhrimel's
eyes were incandescent green. "Make sure he doesn't move,” | said, and didn't wait for the answer.

Below conscious level, the spinning vortex of darkness that was the demon focused on a
red-brown pulsing smear. Dake.

My own aura under the demon's shielding held the trademark glitters of a Necromance. | watched
those glitters swirl, reacting to the presence of the demon and the nervous spatters of red-brown
Dake was giving off. On this level, Dacon Whitaker was visibly in trouble, gaping holesin his
aura, Power jittering and trembling out of his control. Dake's Power would escape him, eat him
alive as the Chill consumed his nervous system. But not yet—not yet. He had his Power —but not
for very much longer .

| snapped back into mysdlf. The demon was absolutdly till and silent, his shoulder touching mine, his
eyes edting into atrembling Dake.

| held the paper up. "I need atracker, Dake. Get your kit, and be quick. I've got other shit to do tonight.”

When it wasfinished, the tracker looked like a globe of spun crystd and silver wire, acrystal arrow
inddeit, pulsng faintly reddish asit spun. "What's the range on thisthing?' | asked, dmost forgetting that
Dake was a Chillfreak now. When he was motivated he did good work, and it was aways nice to see
another magicka discipline perform.

"Worldwide, baby, it'sa Greater Work. Let it settle for about twenty-four hours, then giveit the
keyword and it'll go live. Use sparingly.” Dake coughed into his palm, scuttling back toward his desk.
The odor of burning blood in the air had bothered me for the first ten minutes, but my nose was
acclimated now.



I've never seen anyone grind up a frog before, | thought, and shivered. | dropped the tracker in a
small leather pouch and settled it carefully around my neck. "Okay, Dake. Thanks."

| did not tell him | owed him one.
Heblinked a me. Y ou're not going to kill me?* he whined.

The thudding bass besat of the music downstairs made me nervous. "No," | said. "Of course not, you
idiot. Why would | kill you?"

Asif he was agoddamn normd instead of aMagi who should know better.
"I know how you fed about Chill," he stuttered, "and if you think |—"

No shit you know how | feel about Chill, everyone knows how | feel about that shit. "I don't think,
Dake." | turned on my hedl and started for the door. "I know. And you'll get yours soon enough. The
Chill'sgoing to eat you, Dacon. There's no detox for it. Y ou're a stupid motherfucker."

"It'snot my fault!" he yelled after me as| swung out the door. "It's not!"

"Yeah," | said, and samped down the stairsinto the womblike starred dark of the club below. "Sureit's
not, Dacon. Nothing ever is."

Hot sat spilled down my cheeksas | pushed through the crowd of people and findly, blessedly, achieved
the coolness of the street outside. One of the bouncers—probably the Chillfreak—sniggered something
behind me, and for asingle heartbesat | considered turning around and separating him from hisliver.

| wrestled the urge down, still striding aong the cracked pavement, my shields resounding. | waited until |
turned the corner to stop, head down, my ribs heaving. | had jammed my sword into the loop on my belt,
not trusting mysalf with edged metd right now.

"Areyou injured?’ the demon asked.

| dmost flinched. The hard impenetrable darkness of his aura swirled once, counterclockwise, brushed
againg my aura's sparkling. Checking for damage. | shivered, my shields thickening reflexively, pushing
the touch away. It was bad enough to smdll like ademon, | didn't want him pawing at me. Even on an
energetic leve.

"I'mfine," | forced out through ahard lump in my throat. "1 just wanted to.... I'mfine."

Hedidn't say anything ese. Instead, he only stood there. Another human being might have asked me
useless questions, tried to say something comforting. Apparently ademon wouldn't.

| finally wiped my cheeks and scanned the street, deserted except for me and ademon. "Okay," | said.
"Weve got our tracker. Let'sgo.”

"Isheafriend of yours?' The demon tipped his chin back, indicating the vague direction of the club with
one eegant motion. His eyes were darker now, strange runic patterns dipping through the depths of
greenlight.

"Not any more," | said, casting around for a callbox.

There was one down at the end of the street, and | set out for the lighted plasted box. The demon
followed me, moving as slently asamantaray dipping through dark water.



| passed my hand over the credit square, flushing my pam with Power. The door clicked open, and |
stepped into the callbox. It was one of the older oneswithout avidshdl. Thank the gods for small
favors. "Hold the door,” | said, and the demon put out his golden hand, held the folding door aside.

| picked up the handset and dialed the copshop.

"Vice, Horman speaking,” Detective Lew Horman snarled on the other end.

"Horman? It's Danny." My voice sounded normal. A little husky, but normal.

"Aw fer Christ's sske—"

| didn't know he was a Christen "Don't blaspheme, Detective. Look, I've got aword for you."
"What the fuck now, deadhead? | ain't Homicide!" The high edge of fear colored hisvoice.
"Y ou know the Chill that's been soaking the South Side? | found out amgjor distributor.”
That got hisattention. Heliterally gasped.

| waited a besat. "Of coursg, if you're not interested—"

"Goddammit, you deadhead fresk. Giveit up.”

"Dacon Whitaker, out of hisclub. One of hisbouncersisaChillfresk and so is he now."
"A fuckin magician'sa Chillfresk?1 thought they didnt—"

"They don't last long, but they're nasty while they do. I'd take some para backup with you. Don't mention
my name, okay?'

"Quiet asthe grave," Horman snorted.
| let it pass. ™Y ou owe me one, Horman," | said, and hung up without waiting to hear hisreply.
The demon 4till said nothing.

| took my hand off the phone and |ooked out the wavering safety-glass at the dark street, pools of
Sreetlamp glow shivering on wet pavement. "Fuck," | said findly, and clenched my hand. " Fuck!"

My fist starred the safety glassin aspreading spider-web, | pulled back and let another onefly. This
punch left abloody print on the cracked glass.

Then | stopped, gasping for breath, fighting for control. My pulse pounded in my ears.

When | had swallowed the last of my rage, | opened my eyesto find the demon studying me. His eyes
were even darker. "What did you do?" he asked, mildly enough.

"l just turned Dakein to the cops,” | told him through gritted teeth.
"Why?' It wasapassonlessinquiry.

"Because hell kill peoplewith that Chill shit."

"A drug?'



"Yeah, anasty drug.” A drug that makes mothers abandon their infant babies at the hospital, a
drug that eats people whole, a drug that makes punk kids shoot social workers on the street in
broad daylight, a drug that swallows whole families and smashes psions. A drug the Hegemony
won't get serious about outlawing because the Mob gets too much taxable income off it, a drug
the cops can barely stem the tide against because half of them are on the take anyway and the
other half are so choked with paperwork they can't stop it.

Between Chill and the Mob, it was hard to tell which | hated more.
"Why not let those stupid enough to tekeit, die?’

| considered him, my bleeding hand curled tightly in my unwounded hand. Dake had been a Rigger Hall;
| suppose | couldn't blame him for wanting some oblivion. My own nightmares were bad enough; just the
thought of that place made my shieds quiver.

Valentine, D. Student Valentine is called to the headmaster's office immediately.

And the Headmaster's chilly, precise, dry little voice. We've got something special for those who
break the rules today, Miss Valentine. The smell of chak and spoiled magick, thefed of acollar's
meta against my naked throat and collarbones....

Thinking about it made the scars on my back ache again, an ache | knew was purely psychic. Three
stripes, running down my back; and the other scar, the burn scar, just at the bottom crease of my left
buttock. Dake probably had hisown scars... but that was no excuse to drown them in Chill. After al, |
managed to live without drowning mine, didn't 1? It was no excuse.

Wasit? Or had | just turned him in because | was having apissy day?

"Because I'm human,” | informed him tightly, "and | operate by human rules. Okay?" | wasn't about to tell
him about L ewis bleeding to deeth on the sdewalk, dead by a Chillfreek’s hand, his antique watch and
Rebotnik sneakers stolen to hawk for more Chill. It was private. And anyway, why did he carewhy |
hated Chill? It was enough that | hated it.

He shrugged. "Y our hand.”
| sared a him. "What?'
"Givemeyour hand.”

After amoment's consderation, | extended my hand. He folded hisfingers over it, till holding the door
of the callbox open with his other ebow. My entire hand fit insde his padm, and hisfingers were hard and
warm.

A spine-tingling rush of Power coated my entire body. His eyes glowed laser-green. The pain crested,
drained away.

When he let go of my hand, it was whole and unwounded under a mask of blood. | snatched it back,
examined it, and looked up at him.

"1 will endeavor to remember human rules” he said.
"Y ou don't haveto,” | found mysdlf saying. ™Y ou're ademon, you're not one of us."

He shrugged. Stood aside so | could exit the callbox.



| let the folding door accordion shut behind me. The light insde the callbox flicked off.
"Okay," | sad.
"What next?'

| took adeep breath. Looked at my hand. "Next | go home and try to get some deep. Tomorrow I'm
visiting Abracadabra—afriend. I'll seeif she can give meadirection to go in and some contacts. Better
not to use the tracker until I'm sure | need it.”

"Very wdl." He dill didn't move, just sood there watching me.

A gigantic lethargy descended on me. Why did it al have to be so hard? The pressure behind my eyes
and throat and nose told me | was afew minutes away from sobbing. | set my jaw and scanned the street

agan.
Empty. Of course. Just when | needed a cab.

"Okay," | said again. "Comeon."
Hefdl into step behind me, slent as Death Himsdlf.

CHAPTER 14

| lay on my back, holding my sword to my chest, looking up at the dark ceiling. My eyes burned.
| dept with my rings on, and the shifting blue-green glow diding againgt the celling told me | was agitated.
Asif | don't already know, | thought, and my fingers clasped the sword moretightly.

Downgairsthe demon sat in front of my fireplace. My shidds buzzed and blurred; he was adding hisown
layers of protection. Even my home wasn't mine anymore. Of course, on the plus Side, that meant a
better shielding for my house.

If I'd been born aMagi, | would have at least some idea of how to dedl with ademon in my house. |
probably would have even been excited. Magi worked with circles and trained for yearsto achieve
regular contact with Hell after passing their Academy test and calling up animp. They paid therent by
working as consultants and doing shielding for corporations, like Shamans. They aso ran most of the
training colleges and did magicka research. Finicky eyesfor detail, most Magi; but when dedling with
demons you wanted to be a perfectionist when it cameto your circles and protections. The Greater
Demonswere like loa, only more powerful—they didn't exactly have ahuman ideaof morals. And while
the loa might mideed, it was an axiom of Magi practice that demons outright lied sometimesfor the fun of
it—again, because their idea of truth wasn't the same asours.

| Sghed, burrowed my back deeper into my bed. | was retreading the same menta ground, going over
and over what | knew of demons, hoping | would somehow think of something new that would make me
fed better about this.

If | was a Christer, 1'd be peeling the paint off the walls screaming, | thought sardonicaly. Some
normaswere dtill Chrigsters, despite the Awakening and the backlash againgt the Evangdlicals of Gilead;
the Catholic section, of course, would have tried reading from old books and blessing water to get rid of



ademon. Sometimes it might have worked—even normals were capable of belief, though they couldn't
useit like atool asa Shaman or a Necromance could. And the Christers had even believed that demons
could get inside people, not understanding the mechanics of shielding and psychic space very well.

None of thisgot me anywhere.
How the hell did this happen? How did | end up working for the fucking Devil?

| didn't have a clue. There had been no warning, from my cards or runes or any other divination. Just a
knocking on my door in the middle of arainy afternoon.

So did they sneak up on me, or are my instincts getting rusty?
Or both?
| stared at the greenshift shadows on the celling, my mind ticking, deep amillion klicks away.

Breathe, Danny. Sart the circle like you were taught. In through the nose, out through the mouth.
Breathe deep, deeper, deeper —

Theritual was comforting, born of too many deepless nights. Outside my window agray rainwashed
dawn was coming up. | yawned, settled myself more comfortably between white sheets.

| wondered if the cops had visited Dake yet. Or if Dake had dumped his stash in panic, guessing I'd turn
him in even though we went way back together. Back to the Hall.

Don't think about that.

Mirovitch's papery voice whispering, three lines of fire on my back—the whip, the smell of my own flesh
seaing—

Do not think about that. | shifted on the bed, the sheet moving, my fingers white-knuckled on the
swordhilt. "Don't think about that," | whispered, and closed my eyes. "What you cannot escape, you

must fight; what you cannot fight, you must endure. Now think of something useful if you're going to stay
awake."

You weren't warned because they haven't been preparing this, the deep voice of my intuition
suddenly whispered. This doesn't have the feel of a well-planned expedition.

It was ardlief to have something else to think about. So even the Devil was scrambling to keep up with
current events, so to speak. Maybe he'd gone to use this Egg or ook at it, and found out it was gone.
Hell wasabig place; you couldn't keep track of every artifact and demon.

Which means Santino probably has Lucifer by the balls. And how does this Japhrimel fit in? He's
Lucifer's agent. Why wouldn't Lucifer come out on this job himself?

It would do me no good to fret over it. | waswell and truly caught.

| closed my grainy, burning eyes, consigning the question to my unconscious mind. With any luck, the
bubbling stew of my subconscious would strike me with the answer—right between the eyes—soon

enough.

Even Japhrimel has no idea what's going on, | thought. Even Lucifer. They're playing blind. Which
iswhy they need me.



They need me. I'm calling the shots here.

The thought was enough to pressa smileto my face as | kept breathing, deeper and deeper, waiting for
dawvn. When | findly fdl adeep, the ky was turning gray with morning.

The housewasfull of the smell of demon, amber musk and burning cinnamon creeping through the air like
gas. | came downdtairs after along shower and fresh clothesto find his scent rippling and dyeing the
psychic atmosphere with golden darkness.

He handed me a cup of coffee. He looked just the same as he had last night, except alittle of the robotic
blankness was gone from hisface. Now he looked thoughtful, his green eyes a shade darker and not
quite mesting mine.

| blew across the steaming mug and yawned, contemplating the kitchen. Late-afternoon sunlight danted in
through the window. The rain must have fled, because golden sunlight edged the wandering Jew hanging
over thesink. "Morning,” | findly said, dipping past him to stak to the toaster. "How are you?”'

"Well enough,” hereplied. "Did you deep well?* He actudly sounded interested.

"No. I hardly ever do. Thanksfor the coffee.” | dropped two dices of wheat bread into the toaster and
pressed the button for "just short of charcod.”

"Whereisyour svord?'

| shrugged. "I don't think | need it in ademon-protected house, do 17" | yawned again. "When we go out
to hunt I'll be taking my sword. | won't put it away again until I've brought Santino down. | haven't
darted yet—thisisjust saddling my horse." My rings sparked again. Thistime the shower of sparkswas
pure gold.

| smell like a demon now, | thought with asort of grim amusement. That should make things fun.
"l see" He dtill sounded thoughtful. He hadn't moved from the kitchen door.

"Beforewego," | continued, "l need you to tell me exactly what having ademon familiar means. | was
going to ask Dake, but we didn't have timelast night. So I'm forced to ask you.”

"I'll do my best not to disgppoint you," he said sardonically.

| swung around to look at him, the coffee doshing in my cup. | fished a butterknife out of the drying rack
next to the snk. "Y ou're starting to develop asense of humor,” | said. "Good for you."

"Wewill get exactly nowhereif we cannot reach an agreement,” he pointed out. "1 am responsiblefor
your safety, and my physicaity isnow tied to you by the grace of the Prince. If | alow you to be harmed,
it will be most unpleasant for me." Hislean saturnine face didn't change, but his voice was colored with a
faint sneer.

"Mmh." My toast popped up as| was getting the peanut butter down. "Guessit's bad luck al over you,
huh?" | set the coffee cup down after aquick, mouth-burning gulp. It was, at least, decent coffee.

"Onthe contrary,” hesaid. "It isvery good luck. It appearsyou need afamiliar and | need my freedom.
Y ou appear tolerable, at least, despite your foul mouth. And you are occasionaly thoughtless, but not
Supid.”



| looked over my shoulder. He had his hands behind his back again, standing military-straight, hislong
black coat buttoned up to hischin. "Thanks," | replied, asdryly as| could. "Have you had breakfast?"

He shrugged. "Human food is pleasant, but | don't need it."

| was just about to say something snide when the phone rang. | hooked up the kitchen phone and snarled
intoit. "What?'

That was my hello-good-morning voice.

"And agood bloody morning to you too, Danny,” Trinachirped. She was the agent for the Pargpsych
Services Unlimited Message Agency; most psonsin Saint City used them. Since | did bountiesaswell as
gpparitions, Trinamanaged my schedule and acted as a buffer between me and the cranks and yahoos
who sometimes decided to prank-call psions. | didn't have thetime or energy to keep track of when |
was supposed to be where, so Trinawould coordinate with my datpilot and datband as well as monitor
my datband while | was on abounty. Magick was afull-time job; even Necromances needed secretaries
nowadays and it was chegper to just freelance-contract with an agency. "Quick word?'

"What, another job?" | looked down a my toast, picked up my coffee. "How much?'
"Fifty thousand. Standard.”

That would take care of another few mortgage payments. "What kind?' | swirled the coffee in the cup,
the steam rising and twisting into angular shapes.

"A probate thing. Shouldn't take more than a couplahours. Old coot named Douglas Shantern, died and
the will's contested. Totd estate's fifteen mil, the estateitsdf is paying your fee."

| yawned. "Okay, I'll takeit. Where's the body? How fresh?”
"Lawyer's office on Dantol Street has his cremains. Died two weeks ago.”
| made aface. "I hatethat.”

"I know," Trinareplied, sympathetic. "But you're the only one on the continent who can dedl with the
burned ones, snce you're so talented. I'll schedule you for midnight, then?”

"Sounds good. Give me the address?!

Shedid. | knew the building; it was downtown in thelega-financid didrict. The holovid image of a
Necromanceisdl graveyards and chanting and blood, but most of our work isdonein lawyers offices
and hospital rooms. It's very rareto find aNecromance in agraveyard or cemetery.

Wedon' like them.
"Okay," | said. "Tdl them I'm bringing an assgtant.”

"l didn't know you had an apprentice.” She actualy sounded shocked. | have never met Trina
face-to-face, but | dwaysimagine her as a stolid, motherly woman who lived on coffee and Danishes.

"I don't,” | sad. "Thanks, Trina I'll hear from you again, I'm sure.
"Yourewelcome" shesad, barely missng abest. "Bye."

"Bye." | hung up. "Wéll, that's nice. Another littlejob.”



The demon made arestless movement. "Timeis of the essence, Necromance.”

| waved ahand over my shoulder a him. "I've got billsto pay. Santino won't get anywhere quickly. He
escaped fifty years ago; you guys didn't jump right on the bandwagon to bring him down. So why should
|? Besides, we're going to visit Abratoo, and after | do thisjob Gabe will have dl the things | need and
we can gart hunting. Unless you're going to pay my power bill thismonth.”

"You areinfuriating,” heinformed me coldly. The smell of demon was beginning to make me dizzy.

"Toneit down alittle, Jgphrimd." | curled my fingers around the edge of the counter and glared a him,
reminding him that | knew hisName. "I don't have awhole hdll of alot to lose here. Y ou make me angry
and you lose your big chanceto shine.”

He stared at me with bright laser-green eyes. | think he's angry, | thought, his eyesjust lit up like a
Yulefestival tree. Or isthat just me?

The plate holding my peanut butter toast chattered against the countertop. | held his gaze, wondering if
the Power thundering through the air would burn me. My rings popped and snarled, my shields shifting,
reacting to the charged air.

Hefinally glanced down &t the floor, effectively bresking the tenson. "Asyou command, Mistress.”
| wondered if he could sound any more sarcastic.

| shrugged. "1I'm not your mistress, Japhrimel. The sooner | can get rid of you and back to my life, the
better. All | want you to do is stay out of my way, you dig? After you explain what ademon familiar
does."

He nodded, his eyes on the floor. "When would you like your explanation?”

| wiped aswesting hand on my shirt, my combat shields humming as they folded back down. "Let me
finish my coffeefirg."

He nodded, hishair shifting, wet dark spikes. "Asyou like."

"And pour yoursdlf a cuppacoffee or something,” | added, grudgingly. Might aswell be polite, evenif he
wasnt.

CHAPTER 15

"Aghton Hutton," the lawyer said, hisgrip firm and professond. He didn't flinch a the tat on my cheek or
at the sght of Japhrimel—of course, lawyersin the age of parapsych don't scare easily. "Nice of you to
come out on such short notice, Ms. Vdentine."

"Thank you, Mr. Hutton." | smiled back at him. You fucking shark, | thought. He was dightly
psionic—not enough to qualify for atrade, but enough to give him an edge in the courtroom—and his
blond hair was combed back from awide forehead. Blue eyes sparkled. He had a disarming, expensive
grin. Thewet ratfur smell of some secret fetish hung on him. | filled my lungs, taking my hand back,
smdling something repulsive and dry.

Not my business, | thought, and looked past him into the tasteful meeting room. The windows were



dark, but the lights were full-spectrum, and the table was an antique polished mahogany big enough to
carve up awhaeon.

The family was there: bone-thin, sucked-dry older woman who was probably the wife dressed in a peach
linen suit, very tasteful, asingle strand of pearls clagped to her dry neck; there were two boys, one of
them round and wet-eyed, greasy-haired, no more than thirteen, aghost of acne clinging to hisskin. The
other was a college-age kid, hishair cut into the bowl-shape made popular by Jasper Dex in the
holovids, leaning back in his chair while he tapped a the tables mirror polish shine with blunt fingertips.

On the other side of the table was awoman—maybe thirty-five, her dark hair in akind of spray-glued
helmet, ruby earrings clipped to her ears. Midtress, | thought. Then my eyesflicked past her to the two
plainclothes cops, and awhole lot more about this Situation started to make sense.

| looked at the lawyer. "What's with the cops?' | asked, the smile dropping from my face like abad
habit.

"We don't know yet," Hutton replied. "Miss Sharpley requested a police presence here, and it was not
denied by theterms of thewill, so..." Hetrailed off, spreading his smooth well-buffed hands.

| nodded. In other words, the cops were here becalise someone was suspected of something, or
relations between the wife and mistress were less than cordid. Also none of my business. "Well," | said,
and stepped into the room, digging in my bag. "Let's get to work then."

"Who's your associate?" Hutton asked. "1 didn't catch his name.”

"I didn't throw it," | replied tartly. "I'm here to raise adead man, not talk about my accessories.” | was
aready wishing | hadn't accepted thisjob either.

In the center of the table stood the regulation box, heavy and made out of stedl, holding the remains of
the man | would be bringing back out of desth's deep. | shivered dightly. | hated cremains, worked much
better with abody... but you couldn't afford to be picky when you had amortgage. | wondered why an
estate worth fifteen million didn't have an urn for the hubby, and mentally shrugged. Also none of my
business. It wasn't my job to get involved, it was my job to raise the dead.

Thefirg timeI'd raised an apparition out of ash and bone had been at the Academy; | hadn't been
prepared for the slence that fell over the training room when I'd doneit. Most Necromances need a
whole body, the fresher the better; it wasrare to have the kind of talent and Power needed to raise afull
apparition out of bits. It meant steady work, since | was the only Necromance around who could do
it—but it also meant that | pulled more than my share of very gruesome remains. One of theworst had
been the Choyne Towersfiasco, when a Putchkin transport had failed and crashed into the three towers.
I'd been busy for days sifting through little bits and raising them for identification, and there were il ten
people missing. If | couldn't raise them, they must have been vaporized.

And that was asingularly unpleasant thought. That hadn't made my reputation, though. My reputation as
aNecromance had been cemented when I'd amost by accident raised the apparition of Saint Crowley
the Magi. It was supposed to be a publicity ploy by the Channd 2004 Holovid team, but I'd actudly
doneit, much to everyone's surprise. Including my own.

But most of what | was stuck with were the gruesome ones, the burned ones, and dead psions. It was
Hegemony law that the remains of adead ps had to be cremated—especialy Magi and Ceremonidls,
because of the risk of Feeders.

| shivered.



| had the candles out and placed on the table when the wife suddenly made adight choking sound. "Do
we haveto?' she asked, in athready, husky voice. "Isthis absolutely necessary?"

"Chill out, Ma," the college boy snapped. His voice was surprisingly high for such ahusky kid. He leaned
back in his chair, balancing on two legs. "Smoke and mirrors, that's dl, so'sthey can chargefor it, you
know."

"Ms. Vaentineisalicensed, accredited Necromance," Hutton said thinly, "and the best in the country if
not the world, Mrs. Shantern. Y ou did ask to havethe... questions... resolved.”

The stick-woman's mouth compressed itsalf. On the other side of the table, the mistresss dark eyes
rested steadily on the stedl box. She was as cool and impenetrable as alocked hard drive, her smoothly
planed cheeks coloring dightly as sheraised her eyesto mine.

That's one tough cookie, | thought, and looked over at the plainclothes. They didn't look familiar.

| shrugged. Once the candles were securein their holders | snapped my fingers, my rings sparked, and
blue flame sputtered up from the wicks, glowing like gagets.

| aways got akick out of doing that.
The wife gasped, and the college boy's chair legs thudded down on the expensively carpeted floor.

"If you'd be so kind asto kill the lights, Mr. Hutton," | said, drawing my sword free of its sheath, "weéll
havethisdonein ajiffy."

The lawyer, maybe used to Necromances working in semidark, moved over to the door, brushing
nervoudy past the demon, who stayed close, dmost at my shoulder. | hopped up on the table and sat
cross-legged, the sword in one hand, and rested my free hand on the steel box. This put my head above
everyones—except the demon and thetaller of the plainclothes copsin his rumpled suit. What are they
here for ?1 thought, dismissed the question.

"Dante?' the demon asked. It wasthe first time he had truly used my name.
"It'sokay," | sad. "Just wait. I'll let you know if | need you."

| amyour familiar, the demon had told me, and | may act to defend you. Any harm that comes to
you, | will feel asif committed to my own flesh. | am at your command as long as you bear that
mark. If it is possible for me to do, your word will make it so. | am not free to act, asyou are.

| understood alot more now. No wonder Magi wanted familiars. It was like owning adave, he had
explained, amagicka dave and bodyguard. Thetrouble was, | didn't want adave. | wanted to be left
done.

| closed my eyes. Deep circular bregsths, my sword balanced across my knees. After the uncertainties of
thelast few days, it was ardlief to have something | knew how to do and understood doing. Here, at
least, was aproblem | could solve. Dropped bel ow conscious thought, the blue glow rising, my hand
resting on the stedl box.

The words rose from the deepest part of me. " Agara tetara eidoeae nolos, sempris quieris tekos mael

If you were to write down a Necromance's chant, you'd have abunch of nonsense syllables with no red
Power. Necromance chants aren't part of the Canons or even amagica language—they'rejust keys,



persond keys like the psychopomp each Necromance has. Still, someone always triesto write them
down and make them follow grammatica rules. Thetroubleis, the chants change over time,

Blue crystal light rose above me, enfolded me. My rings spat sparks, a shower of them, my left
shoulder twinging. Riding the Power, crystal walls singing around me, | reached into the place
where the cremains rested, hunting. Small pieces of shattered bone and ash a hitter taste against

my tongue.

To taste death, to take death into you... it is a bitter thing, more bitter than any living taste. It
burned through me, overlapping the ache in my shoulder from the demon's mark.

I've seen the tapes. While | chant, my head tips back, and the Power swirls counterclockwise, an ova of
pale light growing over the body—or whatever isleft of the body. My hair streams back, whether caught
inapony-tail, braided, or |eft loose. The emerad on my cheek glitters and pulses, echoing the pulsing of
the ova of light hanging in front of me, therip in the world where | bring the dead through to talk.

My hand fused to the sted box. My other hand clamped around the hilt of my sword. The steel burned
fiercdly againgt my knees, runes running like water up the blade. My tattoo would be shifting madly,
serpents writhing up the staff of the caduceus, their scaleswhispering dryly.

Blue crystal light. The god considered me, felt through me for the remains, and the thin thread
that | was stretched quivering between the world of the living and the dead. | became the
razorblade bridge that a soul is pulled acrossto answer a question, the bell a god's hand touches
to make the sound out of silence...

There was a subliminal snap and the wife gasped. "Douglas!” It was a pale, shocked whisper.

| kept my eyes closed. It was hard, to keep the apparition together. "AsK... your... questions..." | said,
inthetenseslence.

The chill began in my fingers and toes. | heard the wife's voice, then the lawyer taking over, rapid
questions. Shuffle of paper. The mistresss husky voice. Some kind of yell—the collegekid. | waited,
holding the Power steady, the chill cregping up my finger, to my wrists. My feet rapidly went numb.

More questions from the lawyer, the ghost answering. Douglas Shantern had agravelly voice, and he
sounded flat, atonal, asthe dead always do. Thereisno nuancein aghost'svoice... only theflatline of a
brain gone into stormdesth, aheart gone into shock.

There was another voice—male, dightly nasal. One of the cops. The numb chill crept up my armsto my
elbows. The sword burned, burned againgt my knees. My left shoulder twisted with fire.

The ghost replied for quite sometime, explaining. My eyelids fluttered, the Power drawing up my arms
likeacold razor.

There was a scuffle, something moving. Thelawyer'svoice, raised sharply. | ignored it, keeping the ghost
Steedy.

Then thelawyer, saying my name. "Ms. Vdentine. | think werefinished." His voice was heavy, no longer
quite as urbane.

| nodded dightly, took a deep breath, and blew out between my teeth, a shrill whistle that ripped through
the thrumming Power. The cold retrested.

Blue crystal walls resounding, the god clasping the pale egg-shaped glow that was the soul to His



bare naked chest, dog's head quiet and still. White teeth gleaming, eloquent dark eyes... the god
regarded me gravely.

Was this the time that He would take me, too? Something in me—maybe my own soul —leapt at
the thought. The comfort of those arms, to rest my head on that broad chest, to let go—

"Dante?' A voiceof dark caramd. At least he didn't touch me. "Dante?’

My eyesfluttered open. The sword flashed up between me and the pale egg-shaped blur in the air. Stedl
resounded, chiming, and the light drained back down into the sted box, fluttering briefly againgt the flat
surfaces, limning the sharp cornersin amomentary pae glow.

| sagged, bracing my free hand against the polished mahogany of the table, the smell of my own Power
sharp and nose-gtinging intheair. | could fedl the demon's alertness.

When | finally looked around the dark room, one of the cops had the younger son—the acne-scarred
wet-eyed boy with the greasy hair—in plasted cuffs. The boy blinked, hisfishmouth working.
Goddammit, | thought sourly, if I'd known thiswas a criminal case I'd have charged the estate
double. Got to have Trina make a note about this lawyer .

Thewife sat prim and sticklike still, but her eyeswere wide and wild with shock, two spots of red high
up in her dry cheeks. The mistress sat, imperturbable. The older boy stared at his younger brother asif
seaing asnake for thefirg time.

| managed to dide over to the edge of the table and put my legs down, sheathing my sword. Surprisingly,
the demon put his hands up, held my shoulders, and steadied me as| did down. My fingers were numb.
How long?| thought, numbly.

"How long?" | asked, forcing my thick tongue to work.
"An hour or s0," Jof replied. "You... Your lipsareblue.

| nodded, swayed on my feet. "It'll pass soon, I'll befine. What happened!” | ddiberately pitched my
voicelow, awhisper. Jaf caught the hint, leaned in, hisfingers digging into my shoulders.

"The mistress was accused of killing the man,” he said softly. "The ghost said it was his son that beat him
to desth with apiece of iron."

"Ms. Vdentine?' the lawyer interrupted, urbanely enough. The cops were dragging the limp kid away. He
hung in their hands, staring at me. The shorter cop—curly dark hair, dark eyes, he looked Novo
Italiano—forked the Sign of the evil eye a me, maybe thinking | couldn't see.

Lethargy washed over me again. | swayed. An hour? | kept the ghost talking—a full
manifestation—for an hour? From a pile of ashes? No wonder I'mtired. | took deep, circular
breaths. The air was so cold from the ghost's appearance my breath hung in awhite cloud, and little
threads of steam came from Jaf's skin. "I hate the ash ones," | muittered, then faced the bland-faced
lawyer. "It just hgppened to dip your mind thet thiswasacrimina affair?"

"Condder your... ah, fee, tripled.” Hiseyeswere wide, hisdick blond hair ever-so-dightly disarranged.
Maybe I'd scared him.

Good. Hed think twice before trying to cheat aps out of a decent fee again.
"Thanks," | said, and blinked ddliberately.



He was sweating, and his face was pasty white. "I've never—I mean, | hardly—" The lawyer was al but
stammering. | Sighed. It was atransitory pleasure to scare the shit out of alittle scumbag like this.

"I know. I'll be going now. | suppose | can just let mysdlf out?’
"Oh, well—we could—"

"Noworries." | was suddenly possessed of the intense urge to get the hell out of this bland, perfect,
antique office and away from this sammering frightened man. Maybe he wasn't quite as used to
Necromances as he'd thought.

| never thought | would be grateful for ademon. But Japhrimel gpparently had grown impatient waiting
for meto finish making the lawvyer ssumble and sputter, because he put his arm around me and pulled me
away from thetable. | sumbled dightly; the demon's arm was awarm weight.

As soon as he led me past the empty secretary's desk and into the office lobby, | ducked out from under
hisarm. "Thanks," | said, quietly. My kneeswere dill alittle shaky, but my strength would return quickly.
"That was alittledraining. | had no ideathey wanted afull hour from abunch of ashes."

"Y ou appear to be most exceptiona.” Japhrime'sarm fell back to his side. His eyes were half-lidded,
glowing so fiercely that the skin around them seemed to take on agreenish cast. Again, there were runic
shapes guttering in their infinite depths.

"I don't know," | said. "I'mjust agirl looking to pay off her mortgage.”

"I am sorry | doubted your ability," he continued, falling in step beside me as| headed for the gairs. The
elevator dinged, nearly sending me through my skin; Japhrimel's hand closed around my upper arm. Stedl
fingers sank into my flesh. "Easy, Dante. Thereis nobody there.”

"Not... thedevator." | forced thewords out. If | had to be closed in asmall space—

At least he had his own shields, and could keep histhoughtsto himsdf. Raw as| was, if hed been human
| might have torn my arm out of his grasp to escape the ondaught of someone else'semotion. Asit was, |
let him steer me through the door and into the echoing, gray-painted stairwell. " So you've decided I'm not
s0 bad?' | asked, trying for alight tone. The ghost's voice echoed in my head, just outsde my menta
range, shivering, adeep husky sound. | would hear him for another few hours, until my psyche recovered
from the shock of holding someone else so closely. Training hel ped lessen the shock, but could not
deaden it completely.

"l have decided that you need afamiliar,” he said flatly. "Y ou seem foolhardy.”
"I'm careful," | protested. "'I've survived thislong."

"It ssemslike luck instead of care," heremarked. | sumbled, my feet fedling like huge blocks of cold
concrete—he steadied me, and we began down the stairs, my footsteps echoing, his silent.

"I don't like you very much."

"I supposed as much.”

By the time we reached the bottom floor, my boots were beginning to fed less like concrete and more
like they belonged to me. The awful cold retreasted dowly, the mark on my |eft shoulder asteady flame
that dispdled theice. My energy was returning, the Power-well of Saint City flooding mewith what I'd
expended on the apparition. The ground-floor lobby was plush and quiet, water dripping down atasteful



Marnick wall fountain. | kept my fingers curled around my sword, my bag bumping my hip. Assoon as|
could walk by mysdlf | shook hisarm away. It was agood thing the weakness never lasted long.
"Thanks"

"No thanks necessary.” He opened the security-lock door, sodium-arc light shining againgt glass. The
parking lot was mostly empty, the pavement drying in large splotches. Night air touched my face, acool
breeze diding through pulled-loose strands of my hair. | tucked one behind my ear and checked the sky.
Clearing up from the usual evening shower. That was good.

"Hey." | stopped, looking up at him. "I need to do something. Okay?"
"Why ask me?" His face was absolutely blank.

"Because you'll haveto wait for me," | replied. "Unlessyou can ride adicboard.”

CHAPTER 16

"Hey, deadhead,” Konnie said, stripping green-dyed hair back from his narrow pasty face. "Whatchoo
want?'

The Heaven's Arms resounded with New Reggae music around me, the sweet smell of synth hash from
the back room filtering out between racks of leathersin garish colors, shinguards, e bow pads, hemets.
"Hi, Konnig," | said, ducking out of my bag. The demon accepted the strap—I felt athin thread of
unease when | handed my sword over. "I need aboard and an hour."

Konnieleaned back, his dead flat eyes regarding me over the counter. "Y ou got credit?"
"Oh, for fuck's sake." | sounded disgusted even to mysdlf. "Give me aboard, Konnie. The black one."
He shrugged. "Don't suppose you're gonnawear any pads.”

"Youvegot my waiver onfile" | ran my fingertip over the dusty counter, tracing aglyph against the glass.
Undernesath, blown-glass hash pipes glowed. There were even some wood and metal hash pipes, and a
collection of incense burners. Graffiti tags tangled over the wals, k8 signs and gang marks. "Come on,
Konnie. I'vegot ajob to do.”

"I know." He waved aringed hand. His nails were painted black and clipped short—he played for a
Neo-neopunk band, and had to see his hand on the bass stringsin pulsing nightclub light. ™Y ou got that
look again. Who you hunting down thistime, baby?"

"Give methe goddamn board,” | snarled, lips pulling back from my teeth. My emerald sparked, my rings
shifting crazily. The demon tensed behind me. "I'll be back in an hour."

Konnie bent briefly, scooped up adicboard from its spot under the counter. He did the chamois shesth
free, revedling adeek black Vakyrie. "l just tuned it up. Had aMagi in here not too long ago told meto
'spect adeadhead; | hate that precog shit. Y ou're the only deadhead crazy 'nough to come to the Arms.
Why dontcha keep thisthing at home?"

| snatched the board. My hands were trembling. The ambient Power of the city helped, soaking into me,
replacing what 1'd spent in bringing Douglas Shantern back from the dry land of death. But | <till wasn't
convinced | wasdill living... "Fine. Thanks."



"Hey, what to do with the stiray here?' Konnie caled after me as| headed for the front door.

"Try not to pisshim off," | tossed over my shoulder, then hit the door. | was running by the time cool
night wind touched my hair, my fingers pressing the power-cell. | dropped the board just asthe cdll
kicked in, and the sound of awel-tuned dic hummed under my bones.

My boots thudded onto the Vakyrig's topside, the board giving resiliently undernesth me. My weight
pitched forward, and the board hummed, following the street.

No, | don't want streetside, | thought. | want to fly. Tonight | need to fly.

| pitched back, the dic'sloca antigrav whining. Riding adicboard islike diding both feet down agtair
rail, weight balanced, knees|oose and relaxed, arms spread. It's the closest to flight, to the
weightlessness of adtrd travel plus the gravity of the red world, that a human body can ever atain.

Hovercdlsthrummed. Up in the traffic lanes, hovers were zipping back and forth. The thing about hover
trafficisthat it's like old-time surfing waves—catch the right pattern, and you can ride forever, just like
jacking into a city's dark twisted soul and pouring Power into aspell.

But if you miscaculate, hesitate, or just get unlucky, you end up splashed dl over the pavement. Hovers
and freghts have Al pilot decksthat take care of keeping them from colliding, making driving mostly a
question of following the line on your display with thejoystick or signing the control over to the pilot
deck, but dicsare just too small to register. Theintricate pattern of mapped-out lanesfor hover traffic
was updated and broadcast from Central City Hall in redtimeto avoid traffic jams, but the dics couldn't
tunein to that channel. There wasn't room on adlic for an Al deck, sk8ersand dic couriers disdained

them anyway.

| slamped down on my left hedl, my weight spinning the dicboard asit rocketed up, and | stresked
between two heavy hover trangports and into the passenger lane, missing ablue hover by at least hdf an
inch, plenty of room. Adrendine hammered my bloodstream, pounded in my brain, the Vakyrie
screamed as | whipped between hovers, not even thinking, it was pure reaction time, spin lean down
kick of wind to the throat like fast wine, | dove up out of the passenger traffic pattern and into the freight
lanes.

Riding freight is different, the freight hovers are much bigger and their backwash mixeswith more
hovercells and reactive to make the air go al funny. It requires awhole different set of cold-blooded
caculations—freight won't kill you like a passenger foul-up will. Sicboard fatditiesin the passenger lanes
arecaled "quiksmaks" Freight fatas are "whoredish.” They're tricky, and amistake might not kill you
ingtantly. It might kill you three feet ahead, or sx behind. Y ou never know when afreight's backwash will
smack you off your board or tear your dic out from under your feet.

—watch that big rig there, catch, fingernails screeching on plasted, hovercdlswhining under the load,
board's got a wobble, watch it, lean back stamp down hard going up, ducking under awhipping
freight hover, my hair kissng plasted, rings showering golden sparks, coat flying, weaving in and out of
the hoverslike amosquito among a batrosses, thisiswhat it feels like to be alive, alive, alive...

Heart pounding, copper laid against my tongue, Vakyrie screaming, lips peded back from teeth and
breath coming in long gasps, legs ba ancing the she, thefriction of my boot solesthe only thing between
me and along fall to the hard pavement below.

| fell in behind apolice cruiser that was whipping between freights, going sren-slent. They'd dready
scanned me—an unhelmeted head on adicisn't acrime, but they like to know who's riding suicida—and
| played with their backwash, riding the swells of turbulence until they dropped out of the traffic patterns.



| rode alittlewhile after that, amost lazily, darting down into traffic and swooping back, tagging hovers.

When | findly dropped back to streetside, hips swaying, body singing, | brought the Valkyrieto a stop
right outsde the Arms and hopped down. My hair fl in my face, my shoulders were loose and easy for
the firgt time since a booming knock on my door had sounded in therain.

Japhrime leaned againgt the window of the Arms, neon light spilling through the glass and glowing against
hiswetblack hair. He held my bag and my sword, and his knuckles stood out white againgt the scabbard.

| tapped the board up, flipping off the powercell, and let out agusty sigh. "Hey," | said. " Anything cool
happen while | was gone?'

He smply stared at me, hisjaw set and stone-hard.

| carried the board back inside and gave it to Konnie, used my datband to transfer the rent fee to him,
and came out into the night feding much more like myself, humming an old PhenFighters song. After
every Necromance job, | ride adicboard. | fell into the habit years ago, finding that the adrendine wash
from riding the antigrav worked dmost as quickly as sex; the fight-or-flight chemica cascade wiping the
cold leaden weight of dead flesh away and bringing me back to full screaming life. Other Necromances
used caff patches or Tantra, took around in asparring cage, visited a certified House like Poly amour's
or any cheap bordello—I rode dlics.

Japhrimel handed my bag over, and my sword. His silence wasimmense, and it wasn't until | looked
closer that | noticed avertical line between his cod-black eyebrows. "What?" | asked him, dightly
aggrieved. Rain-washed air blew through the canyon streets, brushing my tangled hair and making his
long coat lift alittle, brushing hislegs

Thisisa demon, | thought, and you're not screaming or running, Danny, you're treating him just
like anyone else. Are you insane?

"I would rather," he said quietly, "not do that again.”
"Do what agan?'

"That was foolish and dangerous, Dante." He wasn't looking a me; he studied the pavement with much
apparent interest.

| shrugged. | couldn't explain to ademon that a dicboard was the only way to prove | was Hill dive, after
lying cheek-by-jowl with death and tasting bitter ash on my tongue. Neither could | explainto him that it
was ether the dic or the sparring cage, and | didn't like cages of any kind. Besides, it didn't matter to the
demon that | needed to prove | was dive after bringing a soul over the bridge and feding the cold
dtiffness of rotting death in my own limbs. "Come on. Weve got to visit Abra.”

"I would like your word that you will not leave me behind again,” he said quietly. "If you please,
Midress."

"Dont cal methat." | turned away from him, dinging my bag against my hip, and was about to stalk avay
when he caught my arm.

"Mease, Dante. | do not want to lose my only chance at freedom for ahuman'sfoolishness. Please.”

| was about to tear my arm out of his hand when | realized he was asking me politely, and saying please
aswadll. | gared at him, biting my lower lip, thinking thisover. A muscle flicked in his smooth golden jaw.



"Okay," | said findly. "Y ou have my word."
He blinked. Thiswasthe second timein my life I'd ever seen ademon nonplussed.

We stood like that, the demon holding my arm and staring at my face, for about twenty of the longest
seconds of my life so far. Then | moved, tugging my arm away from him, glancing up to check the
westher. Still mostly clear, some high scudding clouds and the relentless orange wash of citylight. "Weve
got to get moving,” | said, not unkindly. "Abra gets mean later onin the night.”

He nodded. Did | imagine the vertical crease between his eyebrows getting deeper? He looked puzzled.
"What?' | asked.

He said nothing, just shrugged and spread his hands to indicate helplessness. When | set off down the
sdewalk he walked beside me, his hands clasped behind his back, his head down, and alook of such
profound thoughtfulness on hisface | half-expected him to start floating afew feet off the pavement.

"Jgphrimd?' | sad findly.

"Hm?' He didn't look up, avoiding abroken bottle on the pavement with uncanny grace. | readjusted my
bag so the strap didn't cut into my shoulder. 1'd left both my sword and my bag with him, and he hadn't
tampered with either.

"Y ou're not bad, you know. For ademon. Y ou're not bad at all.”

He seemed to smile very faintly at that. And oddly enough, that smile was niceto see.

CHAPTER 17

Abras shop was out on Klondel Avenue, aredly ugly part of town even for the Tank Digtrict.
Abracadabra Pawnshop We Make Miracles Happen! was scratched on the window with faded gilt
lettering. An exceptionaly observant onlooker would notice that there were no graffiti tagson Abras
storefront, and that the pavement outside her glass door with itsiron bars was suspicioudy clean.

Insde, the smel of dust and human desperation vied with the spicy smell of beef stew with chili peppers.
Theindifferent hardwood flooring creaked underfoot, and Abra sat behind the counter in her usud spot,
on athree-legged stool. She had long dark curly hair and liquid dark eyes, a nondescript face. She wore
ablue and silver caftan and large golden hoops in her ears. | had once asked if shewasagypsy. Abra
had laughed, and replied, Aren't we all ?

| had to give her that one.

Racks of merchandise stood neatly on the wood floor, dicboards and guitars hung up behind the
glassed-in counter that sparkled dustily with jewelry. Her stock did seem to rotate fairly frequently, but
I'd never seen anyone comeinto Abrasto buy anything physical.

No, Abrawas the Spider, and her web covered the city. What she sold was information.

Jace had introduced me to Abra, along time ago. Since then we'd been friends—of asort. | did her a
good turn or two when | could, she didn't sall too much information about my private life, and we edged
aonginasort of mutua detente. I'll dso admit that she puzzled me. She was obvioudy nonhuman, but



she wasn't registered with any of the Paranormal voting classes—Nichtvren, Kine, swanhilds, you name
it—that had come out when the Parapsychic Act was signed into law, giving them Hegemony citizenship.
Then again, | knew aclutch of nonhumans that weren't registered but managed to make their voices
heard the ol d-fashioned way, by bribe or by hook.

The bell over the door jingled as| stepped in, wooden floor creaking. The demon crowded right behind
me

"Hey, Abra" | began, and heard awhining click.

The demon's hand bit my shoulder. A complicated flurry of motion ended up with me staring & the
demon's back as he held two silvery guns on Abra, who pointed aplasrifle a him.

Well, thisis exotic, | thought.
"Put the gun down, sdarok," the demon rumbled. "Or your webweaving days are over.”

"What the hell did you bring in here, Danny?" Abra snagpped. "Goddamn psychic women and their
goddamn petd™

"Japh—" | opped mysdf from saying more of hisname. "What are you doing?'

"She has aweapon pointed a you, Dante," he said, and the entire shop rattled. "I will burn your nest,
sdarok. Put the gun down."

"Fuck..." Abradowly, dowly, laid the plasrifle down and raised her hands. "'Psychic women and their
goddamn pets. More trouble than anything e se in thistown—"

"I need information, Abra," | said, pitching my voicelow and cam. " Jaf, she's not going to hurt you—"
"Oh, | know that." His voice had dropped to itslowest regigters. "It's you shell harm, if she can.”

"lsn't that sweet." Abrasface crinkled, her dark eyeslighting with scarlet pinpricks. The shop's glass
windows bowed dightly under the pressure of her voice. Dust tirred, settled into complicated angular
patterns, stirred again. The warding on Abras shop was complex and unique; 1'd never seen anything like
it. "Dante, make him go away or no dice."

"Oh, for the love of—" | was about to lose my temper. " Japhrimel, she's put the gun down. Put yours
avay."

There was an eye-popping moment of tension that ended with Japhrimel dowly lowering hisguns. His
hands flicked, and they disappeared. "Asyou like," he said harshly, the smell of amber musk and burning
cinnamon suddenly filling the shop. | had quickly grown used to the way he smdled. "But if she movesto
harm you, shell regret it.”

"I think I'm capable of having a conversation with Abrathat doesn't lead to anyonekilling anyone else" |
sad dryly. "Weve been doing it for years now.” My skin burned with the tenson and Power inthe air.
The smdl of beef and chilisreminded me | hadn't eaten yet.

"Why does she have agun out, then?" he asked.

"Y ou're not exactly kind and cuddly,” | pointed out, digging my hedsinto the floor asthe weight of
Power threatened to make me sway. "Everyone just calm down, okay? Can we do that?"

"Make himwait outside," Abrasuggested helpfully.



"Absolutely not—" Japhrimel began.

"Will you both stop it?" | hissed. I'd be lucky to get anything out of Abranow. "The longer you two do
this, the longer we stay here, and the more uncomfortableit'll befor all concerned. So both of you just
shut up!"

Silence returned to the shop. The smell of beef stew, desperation, and dust warred with the musky
powerful fragrance of demon. Japhrimel's eyes didn't leave Abras face, but he dowly moved asde so |
could see Abrawithout having to peek around him.

| dug the paper scored with Santino's name out of my bag. "I need information on thisdemon,” | said
quietly. "And | need to know about Dacon Whitaker. And I'm sure welll find other thingsto talk about.”

"What you paying?' Abraasked, her dark eyeslosing alittle bit of their crimson sparks.

"That's not how things stand right now. Y ou owe me, Abra. And if you satisfy me, I'll owe you afavor.”
She more than owed me—I had brought her choice gossip last year after that Chery Family fiasco. The
information of just who was stealing from the Family had been worth a pretty penny, and | was sure sheld
sold it to the highest bidder—without, of course, mentioning that 1'd been the oneto bring her the
laseprints. After that, I'd watched the fireworks as the Owens Family lost agood chunk of their holdings
from an interna power struggle. It dwayswarmed my heart to do the Mob abad turn.

Her dark eyestraveled over Japhrimel. "Y ou aren't aMagi, Danny. What are you doing hanging out with
Héel's upper crug?'

So she recognizes him as a demon, and what kind of demon, too. That's interesting. "Just cal me
socidly mobile" | said. "L ook, they came and contacted me, not the other way around. | didn't ask for
this, but I'minit up to my eyebrows and sinking fast, and in order to collect on al my balloon payments|
need to be breathing, okay? And | need information to keep breathing, Abra." My voice was pitched
ddiberately low, deliberately soothing. "We've been colleagues for along time now, and | made you
some cash during that Chery Family thing last year, and I'd really like to get some usableinformation.
Okay?"

She measured me for along moment. The demon didn't even twitch, but | felt him tense and ready beside
me. My |eft shoulder was steadlily throbbing, the mark pressed into my flesh responding to his attention.

"Okay," shesaid. "But you'd better not ever bring that thing here again.”

He'snot a thing. | didn't say it, didn't even wonder why I'd thought it. | had dl | could handleright in
front of me. "If | had achoice, | wouldn't have brought him in thefirst place,” | snapped, my temper
wearing thin. "Come on, Abra."

She made a quick movement, dipping the plasrifle off the counter. The demon didn't move—but my
shoulder gave alivid flare. It had been close. Very close. "Okay," Abrasaid. "Give me whatever you've

got.

| laid the paper down on the counter, face-down. | gave her everything | had—Santino/\V ardimal, the
Egg, being dragged into Hell, Dacon's addiction to Chill, and thejob I'd just been on. That was an extra,
for her—she could sdll the information that Douglas Shantern had been murdered by hisson. | laid the
pattern out for her, and Japhrime drew closer during the recital until his hand was on my shoulder and his
long black coat brushed my jeans. Oddly enough, | didn't mind as much as| might have.

Abratook it dl in, one dusky finger tapping her thin lips. Then shewas sllent for along moment, and put



her hand down, fingers stretched, over the paper I'd laid on the counter. "Okay," she said. "So you have
atracker, and Spocardli'll give you awaiver and aDOC and an omni... and you need adirection, and
not only that, you need contacts and gossip.”

| nodded. "You got it."

"And your tame demon there is supposed to keep you alive until you kill this Santino. Then dl betsare
off."

Japhrimd tensed again.
"That's my personad estimation of the Situation,” | said cautioudly.

Abrachuffed out a breath between her pearly teeth. It was her version of asarcastic laugh. "Girl, you are
fucked for sure.”

"Don't | know it? Give me what you got, Abracadabra, 1've got work to do tonight.”

She nodded, dark hair diding forward over her shoulders. The gold hoopsin her ears shivered. Then she
flipped the paper over, regarded the twisting silvery glyph. "Ah..." she breathed, sounding surprised.
"This... oh, Dante. Oh, no."

The color drained from her dark face. She spread her hand over the paper, not quite touching it, fingers
trembling. "South,” she said in aqueer breathless voice. " South, whereit'swarm. He's drawn to where
itswarm... hiding. Heshiding... can't tell why. A woman... no, agirl..."

Japhrimel tensed next to me. | didn't think it was possible for him to get any tighter strung. Hemoved a
little closer, | could fed the heat breathing off him, wrapping around me. If he got any closer hewould be
molded to my side.

"What about the Egg?" | breathed. Abra's eyes were wide and white, irisesathin ring around her dilated
pupils, splotches of hectic color high up on her now-pale cheeks.

"Broken... dead... ash, ash onthewind..." Abras hand jerked, smacking down on the counter. |
jumped, and Japhrime's fingers bit my shoulder. She didn't get these flashes often, but when she did, they
wereinvariably right—though usualy not precise enough to be of any red help.

| had an even more important question. "How do | kill the sonuvabitch, Abra? How do | kill Santino?"

Her eydidsfluttered. "Not by demon fire... neither man nor demon can kill him... water—" Shetook in
along gasping bresth, her lips stretched back over strong white teeth. "Waves. Waves on the shore, ice,
| seeyou, | see you, Dante... face-down, floating... you'refloating... floating—"

| leaned over the counter, grabbed Abra's shoulders, and shook her. When that didn't work, | dapped
her—not hard, just hard enough to shock her. Her eyes flew open, and Japhrimel yanked me back,
hissing something low and sharp in what | guessed was his own language. Abra coughed, rackingly,
grabbing on to the counter with white-knuckled fingers. She said something quiet and harsh that | didn't
quite catch, then looked mefull in the eyes. "Thisisgoing to kill you, Danny," she said, with no trace of
her usua bullshit. "Do you understand me? Thisisgoing to kill you."

"Aslong as| take out the fucker that did Doreen I'll be okay," | grated out. "Information, Abra. Where
thefuck ishe?'

"Where dse?" Abrasnapped back, but her chin trembled dightly. She was paer than I'd ever seen her.



"Nuevo Rio di Janeiro, Danny Vaentine. That'swhere you'l find your prey.”

| scooped up the paper and shoved it in my bag. Abra stared at me, trembling, her teeth sunk into her
bottom lip. It wasthefirst time I'd even seen her even remotely close to scared.

Shelooked terrified.
"What about Dacon and the Chill?' | asked. "How the hall did—"

"Whitaker's hand-in-fist with the Owens Family, has been for years now. He got hooked last year and
garted skimming from their shipments,” she replied shortly, reaching up to touch her cheek where the
mark of my hand flushed red. "Y ou hit me!"

"Y ou were getting boring," | said before | thought about it. "Contactsin Nuevo Rio?!

"| don't have any," she said. "But as soon as you get there, you might want to look up Jace Monroe. He
moved down there awhile ago. Doing work for the Corvin Family. He's gone back to the Mob."

| hadn't known that. Then again, I'd never asked Abraabout Monroe, even though he'd introduced meto
her. | knew held been Mob, and suspected he'd gone back to the Mob—but hearing it out loud was
something else entirely. | made aface. "1'd rather talk to a gpasmoid weasdl with aplasrifle” | muttered.
"Okay. So what about gossip?'

Abrashrugged. "Word on the street is you're into something big, and there's awarning out there, too.
Don't mess around with Danny Valentine."

"| thought that was common knowledge.”

"Y ou've got ademon for alapdog, Danny. Nobody wantsthat kind of static.” She grimaced, rubbing her
cheek. "Not even me. Can you go away now?"

| nodded, frustration curdling under my collarbones. "Thanks, Abra | owe you one."

Her response was a bitter laugh. "Y ou're not going to live long enough for meto collect. Now get the
fuck out of my shop, and don't bring that thing back here." Her hand twitched toward the plasrifle leaning
obediently on her side of the counter. Japhrimel pulled me away, dragging me across the groaning
wooden floor, my bootheels scraping. The temperature in the shop had risen at least ten degrees.

He's not a thing, Abra. "I'll leave him at hometo crochet next time," my mouth responded smartly with
no direction from my brain. "Thanks, Abra."

"If shedies, sdarok," Jaf tossed back over his shoulder, "I will come hunting for you."

"Stop it. What's wrong with you?' | tried to extract my arm from his hand, with no luck. He didn't let go
of me until we were outside the pawnshop and agood hdf block away. "What the hell—"

"She predicted your death, Dante," he said, grudgingly letting me dip my arm away from him. | felt
bruises starting where hisfingers had been. | dug my hedsinto the pavement and jerked my arm dll the
way free of hisgrasp, irritation rasping sharp under my breastbone,

"Whét the hell doesit matter to you?" | snapped. "Y ou're more trouble than you're worth! | could have
gotten twice theinformation out of her if you hadn't gone dl Chillfreak! Y ou're fucking useless!”

A musclein hischeek twitched. "I certainly hope not," he answered camly enough. "Youwak into a
sdarok's den with no protection, you court death with no conception of the consequences, and you



blame me for your own foolhardiness—"

"I blame you?Y ou don't even make any sense! If you had just been alittle less set on 'psychotic’ we
could have gotten twice as much information from her! But no, you had to play the demon, you had to
act like you know everything! Y ou're so arrogant, you never even—"

"We are wasting time," he overrode me. "I will not let you cometo harm, Dante, despite al your
protests. From this moment forth, | will not allow thisfoolishness™

"Allow?What's this'alow"? What the bloody blue hdl iswrong with you?' It wasn't until the streetlamp
infront of us popped, its glass bulb shattering and dusting the pavement below with glittering sprinkles,
that | realized | wasfar too upset.

| need to fucking well calm down, | thought. Too bad it looks like that's not going to happen soon.

He sad nothing in reply, just staring a me with those laser-green eyes, his cheek twitching. The cold
wind was beginning to warm up, little crackles of getic eectricity intheair.

Necromances and Ceremonials both tended to affect awhispery tone after awhile. Welive by enforcing
our Will on the world through words wedded to Power—and a Necromance shouting in anger could
cause agreat ded of damage. One of the dictaof Magi training ran: A Magi's word becomes truth. And
for trained Necromances, who walked between thisworld and the next, discipline was dl the more
imperdive.

| took adeep bregth, tasting ozone, my shields flushing dark-blue with irritation, annoyance, and good
clean anger. "Okay," | said, struggling for an even tone. "L ook, | think we can make some progress, if
you just tell me what's wrong with you. Okay? Y ou're making this much harder than it hasto be."

Hisjaw worked sllently. If he keeps that up he might grind his teeth down to nubs, | thought, and had
to bite back anervous giggle.

| rubbed at my arm. It hurt, and so did my |eft shoulder. The burning, drilling pain reminded me of how
quickly my life had grown incredibly-fucked-up. Even for me. "l wish I'd never seenyou,” | said
tonelesdy. "That hurt, you asshole." | wasfar too angry to care about calling ademon who could eat me
for breskfast an asshole.

He reached out for my arm again, and | flinched. His hand stopped in midair, then dropped back to his
sde. He looked—for thefirst time—actually chagrined. Or asif he was hovering between chagrin and
fury. I'd seen that look before, but only on Jace.

| didn't want to think about Jace.

My hand shook as | massaged my new bruise. "Look," | said finaly. "I'm going to cal Gabeand set up a
meet so we can get our supplies. Then I'm packing for Rio and catching amorning transport out there. |
can't be taking time to educate your dumb ass on how to catch a gods-be-damned demon in my world.
Stop fucking up my hunt, okay?' My emerald spat asingle spark out into the night, a brief green flash
meaking his pupils shrink. "I am going to find Santino and kill him. 1t's my revenge. When | tear his spleen
out through his nose, you can have your fucking Egg and go back to your fucking Prince and stay out of
my life. But until then, quit fucking up my hunt! Y ou got it?'

He stared a me for another ten seconds, that musclein his cheek twitching. "Asyou like," hefinaly
grated out.

"Good," | said. "Now follow me. And keep your goddamn motherfucking mouth shut.”



CHAPTER 18

| met Gabe in anoodle shop on Pole Street. | was starving, and managed to get most of abowl of beef
pho into my stomach before Gabe and Eddie drifted in the front door, Eddie silently snarling, Gabe
looking cool and impenetrable in along black police-issue synthwool coat.

Gabe did into the booth across from me, and Eddie lowered himsalf down with asingle glance at the
demon, who sat utterly straight next to me, staring into the distance, ateacup steaming gently in front of
him. The tattered red velvet and black-and-white photographs of ancestors and movie stars hung on the
walls made the entire place fed warmer than it was, and the sticky plastic of the booths made squeding
sounds as they made themselves comfortable.

The waitress brought coffee for Gabe, and Eddie ordered seafood soup. | durped down another
mouthful of noodles. Eddie smelled like dirt and violence, and Gabe had one hell of ablack eye.
Probably fresh, snce she would have used ahealcharm oniit if sheld had time. | studied her for along
time before letting my eyebrowsraise.

"| got called into do parabackup on a Chill raid last night,” she said findlly, tossing her dark hair back
over her shoulder. " Some motherfucking dumbass Magi dealing Chill out of his nightclub. Wouldn't you
know."

| nodded. " Sorry about that.”

She shrugged. Her sword was propped between her knees, and Eddie was probably carrying some
hardware, too. "Not your fault, sweetie. Y ou did the right thing." She did abulky package wrapped in
brown paper acrossthetable. "An officia bounty hunter'slicense, two H-DOC and
omni-license-to-carry, and aplug-in for the Net. A sanctioned plug-in."

My jaw dropped. Japhrimel's lip twitched. He looked down at the table, one gold-skinned finger tracing
asingle symbol | wasn't able to decipher over and over again on the Formica

"What the hell 7" | asked.

"Someone's put some pressure on the department. Apparently anything you need isokay. You're area
golden girl right about now." Gabe'slips quirked up at the corners. "Knowing the Devil personally has
some benefits, I'd guess.”

| let out agusty sigh and durped some more noodles. ™Y ou want to get on my shit lit, too?" | asked her.
" 'Cause the number of people on that hallowed list is growing rapidly tonight.”

"Poor baby," shelaughed, while Eddie glared a me. "So where we going? What did Abrasay?"
"Abrasaid Nuevo Rio," | said shortly. "And what's this we?'

Japhrimel stared out from the booth, his eyes moving over the entire restaurant in smooth arcs. | got the
feding that even the fliesbuzzing in loose spirds over the tables and the pattern of grease specklesand
neon on the front window were receiving hisfull attention. Behind us, an old Asan man durped loudly at
his noodles, acurl of cigarette smoke rising dowly into the air. I'd been eating noodles here for Sx years,
and no matter what time of the day or night, the old man was here, and he was dways smoking. It wasa
dependable thing in avery undependable universe.



"Well," Gabe said findly, after sudying the demon'simpassive face for afew moments, "Doreen was my
friend, too, and it was my case. Eddie and | have talked it over, and we're coming with you."

| put my chopsticks down and took a deep breath. "Gabe," | said, askindly as| could, "I work aone."
She jerked her chin at the demon. "What, he's good enough to come aong, but not me?"

"It'snot likethat,” | said. "Y ou know it'snot likethat." The familiar tension began in my shoulders,
drawing tighter and tighter.

"I know you're going to get yoursdlf killed chasing Santino down, and you need backup. Have you read
your cardslately?' Her elegant eyebrows raised.

"My last divination sesson waskind of ruddy interrupted,” | said dryly.

"Come on, Danny." She batted her long, cod-black eyelashes at me. "I've got some vacation time, and |
want to bring thisfucker down."

llGa|] E n
"She says she'sgoing,” Eddie growled. "Meansit too. Can't dissuade her."

Snce when does Eddie use the word "dissuade” ?1 thought. Thisislunacy. "Since when do you use
the word 'dissuade,’ Eddie? Y ou get yourself aWord-A-Day holovid pro? Come on, Gabe. | don't want
to have to watch out for Eddie on ahunt like this—"

"Eddi€'s got hisown hunter'slicense," she pointed out, "and he's perfectly capable. Y ou're grasping at
graws, Danny. Were coming.”

| threw up my hands. "Oh, Sekhmet sa'es,” | snarled. "If you must, | suppose. Gods above and below
damn thisfor asuicidal idea, and Anubis protect us all. What did | do to deserve this?'

"Y ou were Doreen's best friend,” Gabe reminded me. "Y ou got her out of that—"

| shivered, dl levity and irritation disappearing. "Don't," | said tonelesdy, looking down at the table.
"Don't talk about that. | failed when it mattered, Gabe, that'swhat | did. So don't go patting me on the
back. If I'd been stronger, smarter, or faster, Doreen might ill bedive.”

Silence descended on the table. Eddi€'s chopsticks paused in midair, noodles hanging from them. Steam
drifted up. The smdll of fried food, soy sauice, grease, and dust warred with the smell of demon, making
my somech flip.

The demon looked over a me. He reached out, ddliberately, and touched the back of my wrist with two
fingers

Heat did through my body. The mark on my left shoulder tingled. My other arm, where the bruise was
swiftly developing, gave a crunching flare of pain and then eased. He said nothing.

| licked at dry lipsand finaly jerked my wrist away from him, dmost upsetting my a most-empty soup
bowl. | caught it, gathered my chopsticks, and dropped them into the plasglass bowl with a clatter.

"I'm catching atrangport out in the morning,” | said, picking up my bowl.

"Weve dready got thetickets, for you, too," Gabe replied. "And we're bringing munitions. Being acop is
good for something.”



"It better be," Eddie muttered darkly, munching on hisnoodles. | took along drink of hot beef broth,
holding my chopsticks out of the way with my thumb. The demon till watched me.

| ignored him.

When | finished and set my bowl down, Gabe was staring into her coffee cup. "Better go home and get
some deep,” she said. "We're scheduled for a10:00 am. jumpoff.”

"Charming,” | muttered, then poked at the demon's shoulder with the hilt of my sword. "Okay. Come by
my house about eight-thirty tomorrow. All right?' | took the bulky package with me, following the demon
as herose gracefully to hisfeet and moved aside, offering his hand to help me stand. | didn't take it,
squirming out of the booth on my own.

"Don't get any ideas about stranding me, kid." Gabe peered around Eddie, who had hisface buried in his
bowl, supremely unconcerned. "It's hard enough to find a friend nowadays. | don't want you to go al
banzai onme"

Oddly enough, that made alump risein my throat. "Y ou win, Gabe," | said. "Youwin."
| turned around and headed for the door.
"Niceto beworking with you," Eddie burbled through his soup.

We made it out onto the hushed street. The noodle shop's neon-lit windows threw awarm red glow out
onto the drying pavement. The demon till said nothing.

My arm didn't hurt anymore.

| could fed the demon's eyes on me. Wouldn't you know, he wasn't bothering looking at where he was
going; hewas busy looking a me, stepping over adrift of wet newspaper without even looking.

"What?' | finadly asked, my eyes on the pavement under my feet. | kicked a Sodaflo can out of the way.
"l canfed you wanting to say something, so spit it out.”

Wewalked for maybe half ablock until he spoke. "Y ou're distressed,” he said quietly. "I hurt your arm.
My gpologies”

"We could have gotten alot more out of Abraif you hadn't threastened her," | pointed out.
"| did not want you injured.”
"Becauseit!l foul up your own carefully laid plans,” | flared. "Fine."

Hewas quiet for another half minute, during which we crossed Pole Street. | looked both waysthistime.
The old feding of being on ahunt, adrenadine and sour boredom and fierce determination, was beginning
to come back.

"Y ou arethe mogt infuriating human | have ever met,” he said.

"| thought you didn't often leave Hell." | was so out of sortsthat my neck was starting to tingle.
"Why must even an apology be a battle, with you?'

"| thought demons didn't gpologize.”



"Y ou aretesting my patience, Dante.”
"Go back to Hell, then.”
"If I were human, would you be so crud to me?!

"If you were human you wouldn't have shown up a my house and dragged me to Hell with agun pointed
at my head and gotten meinvolved inthismess." | samped against the pavement, my boots echoing. Get
over it, Danny. You'relosing your focus. What iswrong with you?

Nothing's wrong with me. It wasn't quite true. | thought | had made my peace with Doreen's death, but
the ghosts of the past were standing up, shaking out their dusty clothes, and emerging into my lifeagain. |
didn't want to face any more memories of pain and terror and death—I had too many aready.

And if the memories of Doreen were coming back, why not the other memories| thought I'd locked up
and buried for good? Let's make it a party for Danny Valentine, let's get out all the old terrors and
shake her to and fro, how about that?

"How would you have preferred it, then?' he asked.
"I would have, preferred to beleft done,” | sngpped at him. "'l thought you were going to apologize.”
"| dready did. If you weren't so determined to hate me, perhaps you would have noticed.”

"Y ou arrogant—" | was again paying no attention to where we were going, so the dight scufflein the aley
made me stop midstride and whirl. Metal sang as my sword cleared the sheath. A good fight was just
what the doctor ordered. My lips pedled back from my teeth. Come on out, | thought, dropping into
guard position, my blade suddenly aflame with blue light. Even the thought of the paperwork it would
take to clear up the mess wasn't enough to deter me from stepping forward, unconscioudy putting the
demon behind me asif to protect him, the blue glow of my sword suddenly reflecting on eyes and teeth
and glintsof metal.

The demon turned, too, an oddly graceful movement, peering into the alley. He held up ahand, and
sudden light scored the darkness, making my eyeswater.

Shit, he's destroyed my night vision, dammit—I flicked my sword up into the blind guard, readying
mysdlf for agtrike. Here on Pole Stret, it wasn't likely to be aminigang like on the subway. Here it was
likely to be afull-fledged pack of street wolves, and even though | had asword and a Necromance's tat,
it could get redly ugly, redly quickly.

Then again, ugly wasjust fine with me. Theflood of copper adrendine was dmost asgood asriding a
dichoard, my breath hissing out through my teeth.

Unfortunately, the demon'slittle light-ball showed six dark shapesflesing down the dley, onewith ametd
glint in his hands. Switchblade or gun, didn't matter. | stood there asthe demon camly flicked hiswrigt,
bringing the white-hot glowing sphere back to rest obediently in his palm. Another flick of hiswrist and
the light was gone, making me blink my dazzled eyes. Power hummed through the air, the smell of ozone
and rain mixing with the sharper smdll of garbage, and fear. And over it dl, the smoky smdll of demon.

"Asl sad," he said quietly, "you appear to need a caretaker. Were you unaware of being followed? And
did you think to protect me?'

Hisface resolved as my pupils expanded, green eyes glowing and haf-lidded, his mouth curled up faintly
at the corners. Laughing at the poor stupid human.



"I don't need to be taken care of, especialy when it's only a grunge-smelling pack of Pole Street wolves.
| need to get this over with so | can go back to my life, pay my mortgage, and retire.” | resheathed my
sword, the blue glow draining from the blade as unspent adrenaline wound my nerves up likeadic set on
high. "I'm going hometo get some deep.”

He nodded.

| st off down Pole Street, vaguely wishing there had been afight. The demon'sdisdain wasinfuriating,
even though | shouldn't have cared. It took me about ablock to redize I'd been rude. "Hey," | said,
looking up at the demon, who paced beside me silent as a shark.

"Yes?' Wary. But helooked puzzled, too, asif | had just done something extraordinary.

"Thanksfor the apology,” | gave him, grudgingly. "And | tend to take point to protect whoever I'm with.
It's not acomment on your ability. I'm sure you're able to take care of yoursdlf.”

Did he sumble dightly, or wasit just my imagination? He didn't say aword.

CHAPTER 19

"Get down, Doreen. Get down!"

Crash of thunder. Moving, desperately, scrabbling... fingers scraping against the concrete, rolling
to my feet, dodging the whine of bullets. Skidding to a stop just as he rose out of the dark, the
little black bag in one hand, his claws glittering on the other.

"Game over," he giggled, and the awful tearing in my side turned to a burning numbness as he
slashed. | threw myself backward, not fast enough, not fast enough, blood exploding outward,
copper stink.

"Danny! " Doreen's despairing scream.
"Get out!" | screamed, but she was coming back, hands glowing blue-white, still trying to heal.

Trying to reach me, to heal me, the link between us resonating with my pain and her burning
hands—

Made it to my feet, screaming at her to get the fuck out, and Santino's claws whooshing again as
he tore into me, one claw sticking on a rib, my sword ringing as | slashed at him, too slow, he was
something inhuman, something inhuman—

"Dante. Wake up." A smooth, dark, old voice. "Wake up.”

| sat bolt upright, screaming, my fingers hooked into claws, scrambled back until my shoulders hit the
wall, sobbing breeths hitching in through my mouth because my nose wasfull. My back burned, the three
whip scarsfull of heat, the burn scar on my |eft ass cheek twinging, and the scars across my belly and up
my right side pulsing with awful fiery remembered numb pain.

Japhrimd's hand dropped back down to hisside. 'Y ou were dreaming.” His hair was dightly mussed, as
if he'd been deeping, too. His eyes glowed, casting dim shadows under his nose and cheekbones and
lower lip. "I heard you scream. ..”



My left shoulder ached most of al, a deep desperate pain. | gasped. Blinked at him. The sheet had come
free; | clutched it to my chest, trying to control my jagging breath. My rings spat green-gold swirls of
light. | rubbed a my left shoulder with afistful of sheet, my silk nightgown wadded up & my hip. The
phantom pain drained away, each wound giving afind vicious sear, promising areturn. Thewhip scars
went firgt, and the clawmarks on my |eft sdelingered until | took another sobbing breath in through my
mouth and reminded mysdlf that | was not bleeding.

Not anymore.

| reached for the box of tissues on my nightstand, blew my nose. It was my only admission of the tears,
having to wad up the tissue and tossit in the genera direction of the bathroom. My heart rate dropped to
something like normal, and | found my voice. "Y ou heard me?' | sounded husky, not like my usual sdif.
Frightened.

"Of course | heard you. Y ou bear my mark." He pointed to my left shoulder. He was still wearing that
long black coat. He must not have much of a dry-cleaning bill, I thought, and atraitorous giggle

amost escaped me.
"You're dill wearing that coat.”

"l usualy do. What were you dreaming about?"

"S-s-Santino. When he k-killed D-Doreen..." | rubbed at my shoulder. "Why doesit hurt?"
| sounded childlike.

"How did hekill her?" he asked.

| shrugged. "He kills psionics. We thought he was a serid killer, he eviscerates—"
Japhrimd stiffened. "He bleeds psychics? Not just ordinary humans?”

| nodded, pushed strands of my hair back over my shoulders. "He took trophies. Internal organs... he
took the femur, or partsof it. It was histrademark... We couldn't figure out what hisvictimshadin
common, until 1 did areconstruct of a crime scene and we found out dl of hisvictimswere pss. Thenwe
went back through... gods ..." | took adeep breath. "He sent each one flowers. Flowers!™

Japhrimel nodded. His eyes were so bright they cast little green sparkles againgt his cheekbones. He
Settled on the edge of my bed. "'l see™

"| figured out he was the Saint City Slasher by going through some security tapes on one of the victims
buildings. By that time Gabe was on the case. | think... | think it was my being on the case that made
Santino fixate on Doreen. He's-s-sent those f-f-flowers... Gabe agreed with me that Doreen wasa
target, and we out-thought him. .. gods, it must have just made him moreangry..." | relaxed, muscle by
muscle. Took deep breaths. In through the nose, out through the mouth...

Moving Doreen from safehouse to safehouse, one step ahead of the killer; living out of our suitcases, me
lying awake every night with my hand curled around my swordhilt, listening, my entire world narrowing to
keeping Reenadive one more day ...

Japhrimel touched my shoulder with two fingers, warmth spreading through my cold bones. Gooseflesh
prickled a& my skin. "That'sanicetrick,” | managed around the lump in my throat.

He shrugged. "We are creatures of fire."



Theway hiseyeswereburning, | believedit.

| shut my eyes. That was amistake, because Santino's face hung in the darkness behind my lids. | stared
a the face, the black teardrops over the eyes, the high-pointed ears, long nose, sharp teeth—

| thought he had rich-boy cosmetic augments to make himself look like a Nichtvren, | thought he
was psionic and overrode me while | was |osing consciousness, even though the cops couldn't find
any sign of a memory wipe, | thought he was just a sick twisted human psionic...

"Dante. Come back." Hisfingerswere ill on my shoulder, bare skin scorching against mine.

My eyesflew open. He leaned across my tangled bed, hisfingers dmost melded to my shoulder. My
other shoulder—the one that bore his mark—twinged sharply. "Why doesit hurt?" | asked, tipping my
chin down to point a my shoulder.

He shrugged. "1 am your familiar. | suspect it's one of the Prince's jokes."
What the hell is that supposed to mean?"What are you talking about?"
"How much do you know of the bond between Magi and familiar?’

My heart rate calmed down. Sweat dried on my skin. | tasted copper adrenaline and blood—I'd bitten
my lip. "1 told you, not much. Just that some Magi get familiars, it'sthe great quest for every Magi...
mostly imp-classdemons, just little guys. Barely enough to light acandle.”

"It'smy duty to obey you. It's your duty to feed me." He didn't sound like it was any big dedl.

"Y ou know where the kitchenis." | took in adeep breath. "Thanksfor... for waking me up. | haven't had
abad nightmare likethat in... in acouple of years." Thelie came out smoothly. The nightmare returned
amogt every night, punctualy, unless| was exhausted. | had plenty of nightmares, from Rigger Hall, from
some of thejobs I'd been on, from any number of horrible things I'd witnessed or had done to me. But
the replaying of Santino'slast assault had top billing for the last few years.

It was my heaviest regret, not being strong enough or fast enough when it counted.
Hewas quiet, and till. "I don't need human food," he said.

| touched my bleeding lip. My sword lay on my other Side, safein its sheath. "So what are you talking
about? Power?"

"Blood. Sex. Fire" Hisfingersfel away from my shoulder. "Imps can feed on acohol and drug
intoxication, but | wouldn't recommend that. Y ou need your wits about you."

"Anubis et'her ha," | breathed. "Y ou're not serious. Why tell me this now?"

"There hasn't been a better time." He settled back, the bed cresking underneath him. "I think you would
be most comfortable with blood instead of sex.”

"Youvegot that right,” | muttered, my head till ringing with the dream. Thet chilling little giggle, while he
took what he wanted, his satisfied wet little sounds while he—

A new and terrible thought occurred to me. We had assumed Santino took trophies. What if hewas. ..
eating the parts he took? | shivered, opening my eyesaswide as| could.

"How badly did he hurt you?" he asked. " Santino. Vardimal .



| shut my eyesagain. "He eviscerated me,” | whispered. "If Doreen hadnt... she had her hands on me
when he dit her throat. He didn't have enough timeto do hisentireritua on her... he just bled her dry
and cut out part of her femur... she had her hands on me... she used her last breath to heal me.”

"Blood. Why blood? And a human bone..." he asked, very softly, asif to himself.

"Youtdl me" | sad. "What does he need to murder psionicsfor? Does it have anything to do with the

Fog?
"Itisusdessto him," Japhrime said quietly.
"What happensif he breaksit? Apocaypse, right?’

"Of asort." Japhrimel folded his hands. The mark on my |eft shoulder gave another degp twinge. "The
Egg holdsapiece of ... of the Prince's power. Decoded on Earth instead of in Hdll, it could... upset the
order of things. Itisaviolation of theway things should be."

"Okay." | took adeep breath. Thiswas amost interesting enough to make me forget my heart was ill
hammering from anightmare. Wasthis Egg a Talisman? The way he wastaking about it, it seemed likely.
"I guess | understand the magicka theory behind that, if it's heavy-duty demon stuff. But what'sin it?
Why does hewant it? If word gets out that it's been stolen, what will—"

Japhrimel's teeth showed in one of those murderous, dow grins he seemed so fond of. "It will mean that
the Prince is not strong enough to rule Hell. Demonswill test his strength as they have not done for
millennia. A Rebdlion might succeed. .. and Vardima might become the new Prince of Hell."

| chewed on thisfor amoment. He wasn't precisely answering the question, but his answer opened up so
many other questions | decided to let thefirst one go for now. " So that'swhy Lucifer can't have anyone
know that someone's stolen the Egg,” | said. "Funny—I thought you guyswerein Hell because you
rebelled in thefirg place.”

My attempt at levity failed miserably. He didn't even look like he got the joke. Then again, not many pss
studied classicdl literature and the pre-Awakening Christos Bible Text, which had been discredited and
gone out of usein the great backlash againgt the Evangdlicals of Gilead.

"I have heard that story," he answered dowly. His eyelids lowered over his glowing eyes as he glanced
down. "Human gods do not trouble us overmuch. It is only that humans were frightened of us, and
mistook us for gods. There was arebellion—the Fallen defied Lucifer'swill, and died on earth because
of thelove they borefor the brides... but that isnot something we speek of."

| absorbed this. If | wasaMagi 1'd be peppering him with questions, trying to get him to say more, but |
was too tired.

Silence thundered through the dark bedroom. The mark on my shoulder ached, pounding. | wasfinaly
beginning to believe that | was awake. The scars went back to deep until the next nightmare; maybe |
could deep, too. Maybe.

"If he managesto destroy this Egg,” | thought out loud, "does that mean you'l be free?"

"Of course not." He dropped his eyes, studied the bed. Little green shadows danced on my blanket,
showing me his gaze moving in an amless pattern from my knee to my hand to the edge of the bed, back
to my knee. "Should Vardimd'srebdlion fail, | will beleft asyour familiar, perhaps. Then after your
desth—which might be swift, since the Princeis not one for dow punishment—I will be punished, for as
long asthe Princesreign is secure. If by some stroke of chance Vardimal succeeds, | will be



executed—after your desth aswell. If the Princewins, | wait another eternity for achance at my
freedom—if another chanceisgranted meat al.”

"You just can't win, can you." | didn't want to sound snide. | swallowed dryly. It seemed like | couldn't
win either, Snce both scenariosinvolved my sudden demise, too.

"No," hesaid. "l can't."
"Soyou redly havealot invested in this"
"It would appear 0."

Another long, uncomfortable silence. The world was hushed outside, in the degpest part of night before
the flush of false dawn. | didn't feel deepy, though | knew | should be trying to catch some shut-eye
before the morning trangport. Once | left the house tomorrow, 1'd be on the hunt. | didn't degp much
while hunting.

"Y ou must be pretty hungry,” | said findly. "Thismark hurtslikeabitch.”
"My gpologies™

It took more courage than | thought | had to extend my hand, flipping my palm up and making afist. My
wrigt was exposed, paein the dimness of my bedroom. The nightlight in the hal shonein through the
door, acool blueglow. "Here," | said. "Blood, right? Y ou need meto cut mysdlf, or..."

He shrugged. "Many thanksfor the offer, Dante, but... no."

"You're hungry. | don't want aweak demon. | want akickass demon who can help me deal with
Santino."

" fight better when I'm alittle hungry.”

"Fine." | dropped my hand, feeling foolish. "I'm okay now. Y ou can go back downgtairs. Get yourself
something in the kitchen. If you want."

"Asyou like" But he didnt move.
"Goahead," | findly said. "I'm fine. Redlly. Thank you."

"Y ou will have no trouble deeping?’ he asked, il looking at the bed. The burning intengity in hiseyes
seemed to have lessened abit. He ran his hand back absently through his hair—the first sgn of
nervousness I'd ever noticed in him. Was he nervous? Wasit just me, or was he seeming alittle more. ..
human , .. with every passing hour?

| managed to dredge up an uneasy laugh. "1 adways have trouble deeping. It'snot abig ded. Go on and
catch some shut-eye yoursalf. Tomorrow's going to be abusy day.”

He unfolded himself from the bed and stood up, hands behind his back. Why does he stand like that? |
wondered.

And why doesn't he take that coat off ?"Thanks." | scooted back down, pulled the covers up, rested
my hand on my sword, dill lying faithfully next to me. "For checking on me, | mean.”

He nodded, then turned on his hedl and stalked for the door. There was amoment of shadow, his bulk
filling the doorway, his coat like ashadow of dark wings. | heard his even tread going down the hdll, then



down the airs. He went into the living room, and silence pervaded my house again, broken only by the
faint hum of traffic and the sublimina song of the fridge downdairs.

| snuggled back into bed and closed my eyes. | expected to be lying awvake for along time, shaking and
swegting in the aftermath of the dream, but strangely enough | fell into deep with no trouble at dl.

CHAPTER 20

Eddie dug hisfingersinto the armrests. He was as pale as I'd ever seen him, his cheeks chalk-white
under his blond sdeburns.

Gabe, leafing through amagazine, didn't appear to notice, but Japhrimel was studying Eddie intently, his
green eyes glittering. The demon lounged in his seat next to me, occasiondly shifting hisweight when the
trangport rattled. | tapped my fingers on my swordhilt and looked out the window. Seeing the earth drift
away underneath the hover transport was no comparison to adichboard, but it was nice to it and watch
city and water drift away, replaced by pleated folds of land, the coastd mountains rising and faling.

"I can't believe | made aten o'clock transport.” | rested my head against the seat-back. Gabe had
actually scored firgt-classtickets. We had awhole compartment to oursel ves—Gabe's tattoo and mine
took care of that. "I haven't even had coffee yet, goddammit.”

"Someone's alittle cranky." Gabe hooked her leg over her seat-arm and rubbed her ankle against
Eddi€s knee. "Bitch, bitch, bitch. | had to drag this big shaggy guy out of bed and onto atransport
before noon. | should be the one whining."

"You're adwaystrying to one-up me," | mumbled. The demon glanced at me, then leaned forward to look
out thewindow. | caught awave of his scent and sighed, my eyes half-closing. Once you started to get
used to it, being around a demon was kind of absurdly comforting. At least the most dangerousthing in
thevicinity wasright where | could seeit.

"Fucking transports,” Eddie said, closing hiseyes. "Gabe?"

"I'm here, swestie." Gabe rubbed her ankle againgt hisknee. "Just keep breathing."

| looked away. So there was something Eddie was afraid of .

"What'she doing in Rio?" | asked the air, thinking out loud. "Not aparticularly good placeto hide..."

"No, not with al the santeros down there," Gabe answered dryly, flipping another page. A holster
peered out from under her left shoulder, asmooth dark meta butt. Plasgun, | thought, and looked over
at the demon again. He had disappeared as we navigated the security checkpoints and rejoined us just
before boarding, his hands clasped behind his back and his face expressionless. "Hey, you know their
Necromances kill chickensto get Power like the vaudun? Then everyone eats the chicken.”

I'd studied vaudun at the Academy, so | wasn't entirely unfamiliar withit. "That'sweird,” | agreed, my
eyes snagging on the demon'sface. He was looking at me now, studying intently. "What?'

"Why does hereek of fear?" Japhrimel asked, jerking hischin a Eddie.

"He doesn't like high places," Gabe said, "and he doesn't like enclosed spaces. Most Skinlin don't." Her
dark eyes came up, moved over the demon from head to foot. "What are you afraid of, demon?”



He shrugged, his coat moving againgt the seet. "Failure," he said crisply. "Dissolution. Emptiness.” His
mouth twisted briefly, asif he tasted something bitter.

Silenceféel for about thirty seconds before the first inflight service came dong—ablonde sewardessin a
tight magenta flightsuit, paper-pale and trembling. Her eyeswere the Sze of old credit discs, and she
shook while she poured coffee, probably thinking that we were al going to read her mind and expose her
mogt intimate secrets, or take over her mind and make her do something embarrassng—or that Gabe
and | would suddenly start to make ghosts appear to torment her. Instead, | selected a cream-cheese
Danish, Gabe got aroast-turkey sandwich, Eddie asked for the chicken soup inits heatsed pack. Oddly
enough, Eddie seemed to scare her the most in his camd coat and long shaggy hair, his Skinlin staff
braced against Gabe's sword. She looked like she expected him to go berserk at any moment. Japhrimel
accepted a cup of coffee from her with anod, and it was strange to see her give him an amost-relieved
smile. Being normal, she couldn't see the dangerous black diamond flaming of hisaura

Sometimes | wished 1'd been born that oblivious.

Wewaited until she was gone. | dumped a packet of creamer into my coffee. "So do you have contacts
in Rio, other than aplug-in? Abracouldn't give me any." | settled back, wrinkling my nose at the reheated
black brew.

"A few," she said, tearing into her sandwich. "Guesswho eseis down Rio way? Jace Monroe.”
| made aface. "Y eah, Abratold me. Go figure."

"He's good backup.”

"Too bad we're not going to use him.”

"Aw, comeon," Eddie piped up. "Y ou two are so cute together."

| shrugged. "1 don't go near the Maob. | thought you knew that.”

"He's not Mob no more." Eddie durped at his steaming soup, wiggling his blond eyebrows a me. He
seemed to have forgotten he was on atransport.

"| fel for thet linethefirst time. Once Mob, dwaysMob." | nibbled at my Danish, finding it bearable.
"Y ou remember that when you're dedling with him, Eddie, ‘cause | sure as hell won't ever be messing
around with him. Once was enough for me."

"I'll bet," Gabe muttered snidery, and | threw her alook that could have cut glass.

My rings swirled with lazy energy. We sattled down to along flight, Gabe flipping through her magazine
again while she apped at her coffee, Eddie finishing his soup in aseries of loud smacking durps,
crunching on the crackers. | fished abook out of my bag—a paperback version of the Nine Canons, the
glyphs and runes that made up the most reliable branch of magick. Y ou can't ever sudy too much. | was
secondarily talented as arunewitch, and | firmly believed that memorizing the Canons trained the mind
and opened up the Power meridians, and why waste power creating a spell when you could use a Canon
glyph asashortcut?

The demon settled himsdlf in his seet, dternating between watching me and studying his cup asif the
secrets of the universe were held insde the nasty liquid passing for coffee. At least it was hot, and it had
enough caffeine.

It was going to be along, long flight.



CHAPTER 21

We touched down in Nuevo Rio not amoment too soon. "Eddie, if you don't quit it, I'm going to fucking
kill you," | snarled, standing and scooping my sword up.

"Y ou're the one tapping your fingernalsdl thetime," Gaberetorted. "Don't get dl up on him."
"Stay out of this, Spocardlli,” | warned her.

The demon rose like adark wave. "Perhapsit's best to have this conversation outside,” he said mildly.
"You seem tense”

That gave us both something to focus on. "When | want your opinion, I'll ask you for it," | snapped.

"Oh, for the love of Hades, leave the damn demon alone!™ Gabe dmost yeled. "Off. Get me off this
damnthing—"

"You'relikeapair of spitting cats," Eddie mumbled. "Worse than amotherfucking cockfight."

"Now | know why | don't travel," | muttered, making sure my bag fell right. The airlocks whooshed, and
we would have to wait our turn to get out.

Fuck that, | thought, and jammed the door to our compartment open. There are some good things
about being aNecromance. Oneisthat people get out of your way in ahdl of ahurry when you come
striding down atransport corridor with a sword in your hand and your emerald spitting sparks. Being
accredited meant being able to carry edged metd in transports, and | had never been so glad.

Japhrimel followed me. By thetime| stalked through another pair of airlocks and onto the dock, | was
beginning to fed alittle better. Eddie was next off, with Gabe right behind him, dragging her hand back
through her long dark hair. "Fuck," she said, turning to look at the bulk of the transport through the dock
windows. Hover-cdlswere switching off, asublimina hum loosening from my back teeth. "We'rein
Nuevo Rio. Gods have mercy on us."

"Amentothat," | answered. "Hey, what hotdl are we staying at?"'

"No hotdl," she said, till trying to push her hair back, "1 got us one better. We're going to stay with a
friend. Cheap, effective, and safe.”

"Whao?" | was beginning to suspect something wasn't quite right by the way Eddie was grinning, showing
al histegth.

"Who es£?' A familiar voice echoed adong the dock. People began to pile out of the transport, casting
nervous glances at us—two Necromances and a Skinlin, armed to the teeth, and aman in along black
coat. | closed my eyes, searching for control. Found it, and turned on my hedl.

Jason Monroe leaned againgt asupport post, his blue eyes glowing under athatch of wheat-gold hair. He
wore black, evenin Rio, apair of jeans and ablack T-shirt, aMob assassin'srig over the T-shirt, two
guns, acollection of knives, his sword sheathed at hisside. | prefer to carry my blade; he wore histhrust
through hisbelt like an old-time samural.

He wastaler than me, and broad-shouldered, and wore the same kind of boots Gabe and | did. The



thorny-twisted tattoo on his cheek marked him as an accredited Shaman just as the leather spirit bag on a
thong around his neck marked him as a vaudun. Smdl bones hung from raffiatwine clicked together as
he moved dightly, twirling hislong staff. | caught aglimpse of red in his spiky aura—he must havejust
offered to his patron ha. "Hey, Danny. Give an old boyfriend akiss?"

CHAPTER 22

"l can't believe you did this," | hissed at Gabe. She looked supremely unconcerned.

"It's safe,” sherepeated for thefifth time. "And neither of us has endlessy deep pockets. Who's going to
mess with an ex-Mob vaudun Shaman in Nuevo Rio? He's established, Danny. He'sletting us stay for
free and feeding us aswdll as running interference with the locals. What more do you fucking want?'

"A littlewarning next time you decide to drop shit likethison me," | said, glancing out the window. Jace
had reserved us a cab, said he'd meet us back at his place, and hopped on a Chervoyg dichboard,
rocketing away. Leaving usto pileinto the cab with our luggage and get dumped at hishouselikea

package delivery.
One thing hadn't changed; the man certainly irritated me as much as he ever had.

Eddie was grinning broadly. "He's till got it for you, you know." He settled back, stretching hislegs out,
bumping my knee. | kicked him back. For aclaustrophobe Skinlin, he seemed extremey comfortablein
the close quarters. Maybe it was just big transports he didn't like.

Nuevo Rio sprawled undernegth usin a haze of smoke and noise. Here, the Power was more raw, not
like Saint City's cold radioactive glow. Thiswas adifferent pool of energy, and | would haveto spend a
littletime acclimating. Asit was, | fdt alittle green, and when the cab siwooped to avoid aflight of freight
transports, | grabbed at the nearest steady thing—which just happened to be Japhrimel's shoulder. | dug
my fingersin.

Hesad nothing.

"| don't care who he'sgot jackshit for," | snapped. "I told you | never wanted to see him again. And
you—Yyou—" | was actudly spluttering.

Gabe regarded me coolly, her dark eyeslevel. "What's the big deal, Danny? If you were so truly over
him, it wouldn't be abig ded, y'diggit?’

"One of these days," | forced out between clenched teeth, "1 will make you pay for this."

She shrugged. "Guess well be even when dl's said and done, won't we?' She looked out the window at
the sweltering smoghole that was Rio. "Gods. | hate the heat asmuch as | hatetravel.”

| could kill her, I thought. No jury would ever convict me. | redized my fingersweretill digging into
Japhrimel’s shoulder and made them unloose with aphysica effort. "Sorry,” | said, blankly, to the demon.

He shrugged. "He was once alover?' he asked, politely enough. "He seemed very happy to seeyou.”
"Webroke up,” | said through gritted teeth. "Long time ago.”

"She hasn't dated since,”" Eddie offered helpfully. "They were a hot team when they did work together—if



they could finish ajob without ripping each other's clothes off."
| gave him alook that could have drained a hovercdl. "Wl you quit it?"

He shrugged, settling back in the seat, bumping my knee again with hislong legs. The smell of dirt and
growing thingsfilled the car, and the musky perfume of demon that | had only just become accustomed
to. "Not my busness" he sad findly. "Hey, | wonder what time's dinner?'

"Soon," Gabe said. "Hetold me he'd feed us. Since were on business.”

"What esedid you tell him?" | wasforced to ask.

"Not much. Said you'd brief him on the hunt. That was his condition, that he get a piece of the—"
"Oh, Sekhmet sa'es,” | hissed. "You didn't."

"What isyour motherfucking problem?' Gabe snarled.

"Herewe go again." Eddie at least pulled hislegs up out of the way.

"Strictly speaking,” the demon said, "the more cannon fodder, the better your chances, Dante.”

| looked at him, my jaw dropping.

Silence crackled in the cab for agood twenty seconds, during which the driver—a bespectacled
Higpanic norma with an air-freshener of Nuestra Dama Erzulie de Guada upe hanging from his
farecounter—did hislevel best to commit suicide by taxi. | stared out the window until my stomach rose
in revolt and then shut my eyes, breathing deeply and trying to get ahandle on my rage. It would Strike a
anyone around meif | lost control, my anger taking physical form—and | didn't want thét.

Not yet.

"Y ouinvite yoursdf dong on my hunt,” | said dowly and ditinctly, "and you give me trouble about the
tech | ask you to supply, and you finish up by inviting someone else into my hunt too, someone who may
or may not be trustworthy. Thisis not looking good for future collaborations, Gabe."

"Y ou're the one dragging around afucking demon," Gabe replied tartly. "And he's right—the more
cannon fodder, the better the chancesthat your doppy asswill get through thisdive. Y ou'relosing your
touch, Vdentine. Don't make me come over there and smack some sense into your hard head. Besides,"
she continued, "sparring with Monroe will take some of your edge off. Y ou haven't had agood sparring
partner in years, and you won't eat him aive the way you'd do anyone else. Way | recdl it, he dways
gave you agood run for your money—in and out of the sack. | never saw you so relaxed.”

"Do we have to drag my sexua history into this?' | asked. " 'Cause if we do, you're going down with
rre.ll

Silence. The cab began awavering descent. My ears popped.
"Do you need combat to ease your nerves?' the demon asked.
| shrugged, keeping my eyesfirmly shut as my stomach lurched.
"Hades," Gabe bresthed. "Does helive there?'

| opened my eyesto look; wished | hadntt.



Jace had either donewell for himsdlf or was renting from a Nuevo Rio druglord. The housewaslarge,
with an open plaza made of white stone, green garden growing up to the stone walls, ared-tiled roof and
the glitter of shidlding over it.

The shielding did briefly through the taxi, flushing dightly asthe demon gtilled. The mark on my shoulder
gave another spiked burst of pain.

"Themark'shurting,” | said. The demon's attention fixed on me.
"My gpologies”
"What's up?' Gabe asked.

"Don't eventalk to me" | said without any real heat. The anger had drained helplesdy away. "Not until
after dinner, Gabe. Fuck."

She shrugged and stared out the window again.
"Thank the gods," Eddie mumbled.

| wasjust beginning to serioudy contemplate drawing aknife when the cab touched down and we
scrambled out onto the glittering hard-baked white marble plaza—above the city's smoghol e stink, but
gl blazing under the hammerblow heet of Nuevo Rio.

CHAPTER 23

Jace Monroe hadn't just donewell for himsdif.
Hed gotten absolutdly, filthy, marveloudy, stinking rich.

| took along bath in a sumptuous blue-tiled bathroom while the demon laid his own protectionsin the
walls and windows of the suite a hatchet-faced butler had led usto. Gabe and Eddie had their own set of
rooms right next door, donein pale yellow instead of blue and cream. | wondered if Jace had picked the
furnishings himself or had an assstant do it.

| wondered who he'd bought the house from, and how he'd managed to accumul ate enough credit. Mob
fredlancers usudly don't get rich—they usudly die young, even the psionics.

| closed my eyes, resting my head against the back of the tub. The water was hot, the soap was
sandalwood-scented—I knew that was Jace, he had to remember that 1'd always used sandalwood
sogp—and | felt as safe asit was possible to be, in a Shaman's mansion with ademon carefully laying
warding everywhere.

| wondered what Jace would make of Japhrimel. He hadn't seemed to even notice the demon. |
wondered what Gabe had told him.

| lifted my toes out of the silky hot water. Examined the blood-red molecule-drip polish on my toenals.
The heat was delicious, unstringing muscle aches and soothing frazzled nerves.

Gabe wasright, redlly. Thiswas better than ahotd. And if Jace would feed us, it would mean that we
wouldn't have to spend afortune tracking down Santino. We could spend our credit on finding the



demon instead of hotels and food. .. and maybe hiring some mere talent to make things uneasy for him.

Feeding, | thought, and grimaced. What am | going to do about the demon ? Blood, sex, fire. | can't
give the last two... and he's refused thefirst.

A knock on the bathroom door interrupted me. "Dante, I've finished shielding the room."
"Comeonin," | said, anking down in the milky water. "Weve got to have alittletak.”

He opened the door. A burst of dightly cooler air made the steam inside the bathroom billow dightly.
"Areyou certan?'

"For God's sake. I'm sure you've seen a naked woman before. I'm under the water, anyway. Sheesh.”

He stepped into the bathroom, hislong coat moving dightly. He didn't ssem to swest, even in thefierce
Nuevo Rio heat. He examined the mirror over the sink across from the bathtub asif he'd never seen one
before, and | thought of asking him to sit down but the only place was the counter next to the sink or the
toilet—and the image of ademon sitting on the toilet and looking at my profile was too much. While he
studied the mirror | studied his broad back, turned to me and covered with that coat. Y ou wanted to
tak?'

"You need blood," | said, wiggling my toes againgt the cobalt tiles. My sword leaned against the tub, a
comforting dark denderness. "The mark's hurting me, and | can't do my job with that kind of unnecessary
digtraction. Okay?"

He nodded, hisdark hair beginning to stick to his forehead. He wasn't sweating—the steam in the air was
weighing hishair down. "It may be uncomfortable for you."

"Well, you won't take mine, so... Um, how many pints do you need?' | should have suggested a
Nichtvren haunt, | redized, kicking mysdlf for not thinking of it sooner. Since the advent of cloned
blood, Nichtvren socia drinking had taken on awhole new context and popularity.

"l can vigt adaughterhouse,” he said. "Y ou il have daughterhouses.”

"Oh." | absorbed this. "Y ou don't... oh. Okay." Slly me. | thought he meant my blood. | dipped my
toes back into the water, yawned. Oddly enough, | wastired. "How about tonight? | need to do some
recon anyway, get used to the whole place.”

He nodded. His eyes were darker, their luminescence velled. "Very well."
"Isit going to beredlly messy?' | asked. "We can't afford him being warned of our intentions.”
" think it would be best if | went alone, Dante.”

| shrugged, water rippling againgt the side of the tub. "Fine." Another yawn caught me off-guard. "I'm
going to finish up in here, and then you can have aturn.”

"Not necessary. But thank you." He didn't sound robotic—his tone was merely polite, shaded with some
human emotion. Which emotion?| couldn't tell.

| shrugged again. "Okay. Scoot along, then.”
Heturned to leave, then stopped. "I would not have you see me feed, Dante.”

Why should | care?I thought. "Thanks," | said out loud, not knowing what elseto say.



He ducked back out the door, steam drifting behind him. He didn't even sneak a peek, | thought, and
smiled, ducking under the sandalwood-scented water.

When | emerged into the bedroom, wrapped in atowel and carrying my sword, the demon stood by a
window looking down into a courtyard full of orange trees. Up here above the main bulk of the city, the
smog wasn't so bad, and the heat was bearable due to the high ceilings and chill sonewalls. Jace had
climate control. But | was going to have to get used to the heat if we were going to be hunting here.

"It'spretty, isn't it?" | said, dropping down on the bed. Water weighed my hair, sandawood smdll drifting
around me and warring with the heavy smell of demon. "I wonder how Jace affordsthis.”

"AsKk him," the demon replied. "Y ou'retired, Dante. Sleep.”

| yawned again. "If | asked him, he'd probably think | was interested.”
"Areyou?'

"We broke up along time ago, Japhrimel. Why are you asking?'

"He seemsto evoke aresponse from you." Did he sound uncertain?

"| suppose loathing might be aresponse,” | admitted. "He'sinfuriating.”
"Didyou leavehim?'

"No," | yawned again, closing my eyes, surprised. | didn't degp much on hunts. And who would have
thought that it could be comforting to have ademon in the same room?"He left me. Three years ago.
Camedown here, | guess..."

"Foolish of him," Japhrimel said, before| fell adeep.

CHAPTER 24

Gabe settled down cross-legged on the rug across from me. | balanced the tracker in one hand,
examining its crystdline glitter. The arrow was spinning lazily, not yet triggered. | wouldn't useit unless|
absolutely had to—but it was nice to have. If we didn't find any whisper of the demon here, we could
trigger the tracker and see whereit led us.

"Where's the demon?' Eddie asked.
"Went out,” | replied absently, staring at the tracker. "Needs feeding.”
"Hadesbless us," Gabe snorted, "Feeding?"

"Well, he said he was going to go to the daughterhouses. Efficient, right?" | shifted on the green and blue
Pergan rug, uneasy. "Where's Jace?"

Gabe pulled ablack satin card-pouch from the bowels of her blue canvas bag. Her fingers moved with
the ease of long practice as she extracted the tarot cards, shuffled them with loud gunning snaps, then
turned one over. "He said he'd be back by dark. It's dark, so | suppose either he lied, or—"

"Y ou have no faith in me ather," Jace said from the door. He stalked into the room, the bones on his staff



clicking together. His hair was damp, sticking to his skull and darker than itsusua gold, and hiseyes
were dark too. He's upset, | thought, autometicaly cata oguing the set of his shoulders, the way hisleft
knee moved alittle fiffly, the way his aura shifted through violet and into blue. We'd been lovers once,
and it wasamixed relief to find out | could still read him with aglance.

| looked back down a my palm, at the tracker's lazy spinning.

We were downdtairs, in ahuge high-ceilinged living room holding two long blue velvet couchesand a
collection of silk and satin floor pillows, caling fansturning lazily. The s&ff of the house were Nuevo
Rios, lean brown women in starched uniforms, a black-jacketed butler, none of whom spoke any

English.

Gabe glanced up at Jace. "Hey, Monroe. Nice digs." Her tone was neutral, and her expression might
have been awarning.

"Anything for the famous Spocardlli. And the pretty Danny Vaentine." He paced over to the wet bar
holding up one end of the room. "Drinks?"

"Scotch on the rocks for Eddie, vodka Mim for me, and Danny looks like she'sin the mood for a
brandy,” Gabe replied promptly. "What's the word, Shaman?'

Hewaved hisstaff briefly, aclicking rattle. "Give me aminute, Gabe. 'Kay?"
| studied the tracker, worrying my lower lip with my teeth. If | could il read Jace. ..
No. He had never been able to read me.

My left shoulder throbbed. Japhrimel had left as soon as dusk fdl. | didn't want to know what he was
doing. | kept my fingers away from the mark, not wanting to see through hiseyes.

Gabe's eyesrested on me. The clink of glasses, liquid pouring from place to place. "Aren't you going to
say anything?"' she stage-whispered.

| darted her amurderous glance. She grinned, her emerad twinkling, and acompletely uncharacteristic
desreto laugh came over me. She was acting just like ahigh-school girl—or &t least, like the high-school
girls1'd seenin holovids, blinking innocently and giggling over boys.

| shrugged. | didn't have areputation for samal talk, so | smply concentrated on stuffing the tracker back
initsleather bag. If | have to use this, it had better work, | thought, or I'll go back to Saint City and
find whatever cell they've stuck Dake in, and I'll make him wish he'd never been born.

If he hadn't died from Chill withdrawa by thetime| got back.
How long would it take to hunt down Santino anyway?

Not long. Not once he finds out 1'mlooking for him. My skin went cold, my nipplestightening and
goose-flesh breaking out over my skin. All a once memory rose, swallowed me, was pushed down.

Jace turned around at the wet bar, and his blue eyes met mine. | hadn't even known | was staring at his
back. "1 hear you're hunting Santino, Danny," he said quietly. "Isthat why you brought ademon into my
house?'

| rocked up to my feet, carrying my sword. "Okay," | said quietly. "That's it."
Gabesghed. "I didn't want—"



"Let's get thisover with," | snapped, and my thumb caressed the katana's guard. One smple movement
would dipit free. "I didn't want to be herein thefirgt place, Monroe. I'd rather live in thefilthiest sink of
Nuevo Rio than stay in your house." | took adeep breath. "And that demon's saved my life more than
once since thiswhole filthy mess started. More than | can say for anyone e se here.”

Silence. Jace carried two glasses instead of his staff. He walked across the room, handed one glassto
Eddie, who was watching me, his hazel eyes narrowed. Gabe turned over another card, accepted the
other glass.

| started to fed alittle foolish, standing up. Gabe hummed under her breath, a snatch of classicad music.
Berlioz, | placed it, and took a step back, turning on my hedl.

"Soyoureinabit of amess" Jace said quietly. "Y ou aways did have ataent for getting into trouble.”

| rounded on him, my unbraided hair swinging heavily against my back. "I1t's none of your concern. |
wasn't the one that wanted to contact you."

"I know," he answered, straightening alittle. Hisfingerstapped his swordhilt. "Gabe told me as much. |
talked her into staying here. It'ssafer dl theway around, especidly if you're hunting Santino.” Hisvoice
dropped. "'l heard enough of your nightmaresto know that name.”

My thumb rested against the guard.

There was a dight sound, and the black-clad hatchet-faced butler bustled in. | took a deep breath, eased
my hand away from the guard, clasped the hilt loosdaly. He directed a stream of liquid Portogueso at Jace,
who shrugged and gave aclipped answer. The butler, hisdark eyesresting on me for just amoment and
skittering away, bowed and scuttled ot.

Jace shrugged. "Dinner'sin fifteen minutes, sweetheart. | wasjust curious. HeE's atough one, your
demon.”

| swallowed dryly. My left shoulder gave onelast spiked flare of pain; then awave of warmth did over
my body, my neck easingitsaching. "l guesss0," | said. "L ook, | didn't want this."

He nodded, his eyes holding mine. "I know. It's okay. Come on, let's get something to edt. It'sbeena
long day. I've cleared my calendar for the next month or so, and there's afew contacts we can start on
tomorrow—"

"Y oureinviting yoursdlf in on my hunt, tool™ My jaw clenched.

Jace's mouth curled up into ahdf smile. It was his"I-know-best" expression, and the sight of it tightened
my hand on the hilt. "Why not? Y oureahdll of alot of fun to work with, Danny."

| looked down at Gabe. Her hair fell forward over her face, unsuccessfully hiding her smirk. Eddie il
stared at me with narrowed eyes. He was tense, too tense. Eddie expected me to go after Gabe.

That managed to hurt my fedings.

| took another step back, bare feet shushing againgt the Persian carpet. If 1'd been wearing my boots, |
might have stalked out of the house. "If everyonesfinished having somefun at my expense” | said tightly,
"I think I'll excuse mysdlf.”

"Dinner," Jace said softly.



"Not hungry,” | countered.

"Y ou don't edt, you start seeing ghostflits without wanting to,” he reminded me. "Come on, Danny. Don't
let that Stupid prideruin alovely reunion.”

| kept my temper with aphysica effort of will, my hand clenching on the hilt. Gabe scooted back and
madeit to her feet, hooking her arm through Eddi€'s. "Come on, Eddie. Let's|et these two have a
moment alone." Shelooked enormoudy pleased with hersdlf.

"Noneed,”" | sad. "I'mleaving.”
"Don't." Jace said. "Come on, Danny. Bend alittle.”
| shrugged. "I was never very good at that, was |? That's why you left.”

Gabe dl but dragged Eddie out of the room, whispering something to him. The shaggy blond Skinlin cast
adoubtful look over his shoulder. Gabe kicked the door to the hall closed behind them. And for the first
timein threeyears, | was alone with Jace. Hisface was interested and open, his eyes now bright blue.
Histattoo shifted alittle, thorny linestwisting.

"Dante—" he began.
My sword legped haf free of the scabbard, my arm tensing. "Don't.”
His own hand drifted down, touched his swordhilt. " That's what you want?"

"I won't hold back," | warned him. "Don't push me, Jace. I'm on ahunt, and Gabe seems determined to
bring every hafass mercenary in theworld in onit. And I've been dragged through Hell for this, | even
have to have ademon tag long with me." | resheathed my blade, then reached up and dragged my shirt
down, exposing adice of the branded mark on my |eft shoulder.

"Fuck," Jace breathed. "Dante—"
| let go of my shirt. "So don't push me, Jace. Got it?"

The calling fansturned lazily, drafts of cooler air diding across my skin. "I never did," hesad. "Y ou were
adwaysthe one pushing.”

"We'reold news, Jace. Get over it." | turned away again, but was unableto resist afind parting shot. "At
least the goddamn demon can't betray me."

He grabbed my arm, sinking hisfingersin hard, hisweight perfectly balanced. | recognized the
stance—he was ready for meto attack him. | wondered grimly if | should. "I didn't betray you. | would
never betray you."

| shrugged. My rings crackled in the tension, reacting uneasily with the Power intheair. "Get. Your.
Hand. Off. Me"

“No."
"Get your—"

There was no warning. One moment | was yanking my arm away from Jace's grip, screaming, and the
next Jace sumbled back, sword ringing free, Japhrime's right hand up, arm outstretched, the shining gun
held level. The demon was between us, hislong black coat fuming with Power, the rumbling thunder of



hisarriva shattering the air ingde the room. Jace's defenses resounded, humming into life, crackling with
Power, gathering like acobra gathers itsdlf to strike.

"Sop!" | yelled, and the demon paused, though the gun didn't move.

"Areyou injured?' he asked, and his eyes didn't waver from Jace. | thought for one lunatic instant that he
was asking Jace if hewasinjured.

"Cal him off, Danny," Jace said grimly. He carried alarger sword than mine, a dotanuki insteed of a
katana; the sted shimmered under the full-spectrum lights. Second-guard position, balanced and ready,
Jace's jaw was set and his eyes burned blue. Burning—but still human.

| curled my left hand around Japhrimel's shoulder. The sublimina hum of that much Power in sucha
confined space roared through me, heady whine like the kick of a dichoard's speed against my stomach.
"Itsokay,” | said. "Redly. Stand down, Jdf, it'sal right." It was an effort of will to keep from using more
of hisname. When had | started to think of him as human!

Japhrimel considered Jace for afew moments, then eased the hammer down with histhumb. The gun
was bright slver, glittering under the lights. "Y ou'redl right?' he asked again.

"I think s0," I replied, taking another deep breath. "Where were you?”'

"Returning from my feeding,” he answered, il not looking at me, hiseyes glued to Jace. "1 felt your
distress"

"I'm not distressed. Just pissed off and tired and hungry and wishing thiswasal over." | kept my hand on
his shoulder. If he dove for Jace, what would | do? Stab him in the back?"Okay? Thanks, Jaf. | meanit.

Easy, okay?'

The gun disgppeared. Japhrimel haf-turned, examined me with one laser-green eye. His mouth turned
down at both corners. "Y ou have no further need of me?

My chest tightened. "Thank you." | meant it. "1'm going to go do some recon.”

Japhrimel’s shoulderstightened dightly. If | hadn't been staring at histhroat, | wouldn't have seenit.
What's with him? He looks ready to explode. "I will accompany you, then, asismy duty.”

| decided it would be wiser not to fight over this one, set my jaw. My head rang with the tension and
Power humming intheair. If Jace moved on Japhrime, or if Japhrimel decided Jace meant to hurt me—

"Danny." Jace's sword did back into its sheath, whispering. "' Get something to eat. And I'll spar with you
tomorrow, I'll even let you kick my assif it'll make you fed better about this.”

"Good," | did my hand down Jaf'sarm, found hiselbow. "I'll do that. I'll be back in afew hours.”
"Hey, demon." Jace's chintilted up. "Take care of her."
Japhrimel studied him for a bare second, then nodded once, sharply.

| don't need anyone to take care of me, Jace, shut your stupid mouth. | hauled on Japhrimel's elbow.
"Shut up, Jace. Just shut up. Have anice fucking dinner and I'll talk to you tomorrow, okay?*

He didn't respond. Japhrimel followed me obediently out into the hal, then pointed to the right. " The front
door isthat way."



"I need my boots," | said, harshly. My throat hurt, for some reason. Asif therewasabig spiky lumpiniit.

"The gairs." Japhrime pointed, again. | was grateful, even though | had Jace's house mostly figured ouit.
I've deci phered enough city street grids that one overblown Nuevo Rio mansion wasn't ahasde.

| nodded, and we set off. Just to be sure, | kept my hand on his elbow. He didn't object.

CHAPTER 25

Once we dighted from the hovercab Japhrimel had somehow had waiting for me at Jace's front door, |
chose afew dreets a random. Walked aong fedling my shiedsthicken and thin, taking in the
aimosphere. It's a strange process to get accustomed to another city; it takes normal people months.
Psionics process alot fagter; it takes up afew days—or if we ddliberately sink ourselvesinto acity's
Power-wedll, afew hours.

We walked, the demon and I, his coat occasionaly brushing me. | swesated fregly, heat still trapped in the
streets, my coat's Kevlar panels heavy against my back. My bag's strap cut into my shoulder. | carried
my sword, tapping my fingernailson the hilt.

| might not have held back this time, | thought, aswe turned into the redlight digtrict.

Down in the smoking well of Nuevo Rio, | found a taqueria and ordered in passable pidgin with a
soupcon of pointing. The demon stood uncomfortably close, his heat blurring and mixing in with the heat
of the pavement giving back the fierce sun of the day. He said nothing as we stood aside between a
bodega and a closed-up cigar shop. Crowds pushed past, Nuevo Riosin bright colors, most of them
wearing grisgris bags. Vaudun and Santeria had taken over here after the collgpse of the Roman
Catholic Churchin the great Vatican Bank scandal in the dim time between the Pargpsychic Act and the
Awakening; the revelation that the Church had been funding terrorist groups and the Evangelicas of
Gilead had been too much for even the Protestant Christians traditionally opposed to the Catholics. And
the Seventy-Day War had put the last nail in the coffin of the tradition of Novo Christos.

Nuevo Rios understood alittle more about Power than other urban folk, and would no more go outside
without defense from the evil eye or random curse than they would go out without clothing. So Nuevo
Rio was heat and the smdll of tamales and blood, copper-skinned normaswith liquid dark eyes speaking
in Portogueso, old crumbling paatia buildings standing cheek-by-jowl with new plasted skyscrapers,
pedicabs and wheel bikes making a crush of traffic on the streets. Swest, heat, and more heat; | could see
why the city seemed to move so damnably fast and dow at the sametime. Slow because the heat made
everything seem likeit took forever to do; fast because the natives seemed unaffected by the thin sheen
of sweet on everything.

| bolted the food, hoping | wouldn't get sick. | had the standard doses of tazapram in my bag, but | rarely
needed them. Most Necromances had cagt-iron guts. Y ou'd think that abunch of neurotic freakslike us
would have ddlicate ssomachs, but I'd never met aqueasy Necromance.

When | finished, licking hot sauce from my fingers, the demon glanced down a me. "Did he hurt you?' he
asked, incurioudy. But his shouldersweretense; | saw it and wondered why. Of coursg, if anything
happened to me Jaf was screwed. .. | wondered if he thought Jace was that dangerous.

| shrugged. "Not redly.” Not physically, anyway, | added, looking away from the demon's green gaze.



He handed me a cold bottle of limonada and watched as | opened it with a practiced wrist-flick. We
stepped out into the flow of foot traffic, the demon till uncomfortably close, moving with weirdly
coordinated grace so he didn't bump or jostle me. "Why was he holding you?' Japhrimel asked in my
ear, leaning close 0 he didn't have to shouit.

"l don't have any idea," | said. "I think he'supset a me."

"Do you?' Even though the street was crowded, we were gtill given afew feet of breathing room. My
emerad glowed under the streetlamps, and my rings swirled with color, my shields adjusting to the
different brand of Power pulsing out from the people and pavement. "Why did he leave you?'

| shrugged. "I have no idea. | came home from ajob and he was gone. | waited for him to come back for
afew weeksand..." | glanced up as dicboards hummed overhead. The hovertraffic here was chaotic
outsde of afew aerid lanes, taxis screeching through banzai runs, gangs of dicboarderswhooping as
they coasted through the smoggy air. "I got over it."

"Indeed." The demon bumped my shoulder dightly. | wished I'd thought to tie my hair back—astray
breeze blew afew strands across my nose. "He seems very attached to you, Dante.”

"If hewas attached, he wouldn't have left. Don't you start in on me, too."
"Understood." He sounded thoughtful. We started to walk, oddly companionable.

| stopped to watch a three-card-monte game, half-smiling when | saw the man's brown hands flick.
Streams of liquid Portogueso did past me. The demon leaned over my shoulder, his different heat closing
around me and oddly enough making the sweety smoggy atmosphere alittle easier to handle.

Down the gtreet from the monte, a babalawao drew a veveé in chak on the pavement. The crowd drew
back to watch, respectful, or hurriedly dipped away, giving her awide berth. The woman's dusky hair fell
forward over her dark shoulders, her wide-cheeked ebony face split with awhite smile as she glanced
up, feding the demon's glow and my own Power.

| nodded, the silent salute of one psionic to another. She was too engaged in her own work of contacting
her guardian spirit to do much more than give the demon a brief glance—and anyway, Shamans arentt
nearly as scared of demons asthey should be. To them, the demons are just another class of loa. | didn't
think so—if demons were just another type of l1oa, Magi techniques for containing aspirit should work
for the pirits like Erzulie and Baron Samedi. They don‘t—only the Shamanic practice of going through an
initiation and gaining an afinity for aloa of your own does.

| watched the vevé take form under her dender fingers, acurl of incense going up. A rum bottle stood to
one side, and awicker basket that probably held a chicken.

"What will she do?' the demon asked, quietly, inmy ear.

"She's probably fulfilling abargainwith aloa,” | replied, tilting my head back and turning so | could
whisper to him while dill watching the babalawao. My knuckles ached, | was gripping my sword so
tightly. "Just watch. Thisshould beinteresting.”

Little prickles of hegt ran over my skin. It was uncomfortable, but being this close to a contained burst of
Power would help me adjust to the city. I'd studied vaudun, of course, a the Academy. The Magi
training techniques borrowed heavily from Shamanism, vaudun, and Santeriain some areas; vaudun and
Santeria had been interbreeding ever since before the Parapsychic Act. Eclectic Shamanslike Jace
picked up alittle here, alittle there, and usually had two or three loa asincidenta patrons,; this



babalawao would be sworn to two loa at the very most, and would probably intensely didike being
compared to Jace—who was, after al, only agringo Shaman trained by the Hegemony, not heir to an
unbroken succession of masters and acolyteslike the babalawao would be. Even though the basic
techniques were the same, thiswoman's Power felt different; herein Nuevo Rio she was on her home
ground, and her Power was organic instead of dien.

| wish I'd thought to learn Portogueso, | thought, and blinked.

The vevé to cdl the loa done, the woman took up the rum bottle, her bracelets and bead necklaces
clicking together. She took amouthful of rum, swirled it, then sprayed it between her lipsinto the air, the
droplets caught hanging, flashing over the vevé.

Power spiked, scraping across my shidlds and skin, prickling in my veins,

A cigar laid across the chalk lines started to fume as the woman flipped open the wicker lid and yanked a
chicken from the basket. The bird made a frantic noise before she cut its throat with one practiced move,
blood spraying acrossthe vevé.

"Shélll cook it tonight and et it for lunch tomorrow, probably,” | told him. A swirl of air started,
counterclockwise, the chicken's body still scrabbling mindlessy. The blood dowed from aspray to a
gush and then to atrickle, and the babalawao's voice rose, keening through a chant very smilar toa
Necromance's. But this chant would complete the job of making the offering to the loa. The rum droplets
vanished, eaten up by Power. | felt insubstantiad fingers touch my cheek, saw a vague shape out of the
corner of my eye—atdl man, with atop hat over his skull-white face, his crotch bulging, capered away
through the crowd. A bresth of chill touched my swesting back. | didn't mess around with loa.

Power tingled over my skin, awash of fever-hest, the sickening feding of freefal just under my somach.
The Power-burst would force my own energy channelsto change to acclimate to the different brand of

Power hereif | just gave it enough time. | kept my breathing even. Just a few minutes, | told mysdlf. 1t'll
go away. Just need to relax long enough for it to work, that's all. Stay cool, Danny. Just stay cool.

It waswhile | was staring at the vevé and waiting for my body to acclimetize to the resdent Power, my
mind tuned to a blank expectant humming, that the precognition hit.

The demon had my shoulders, drew me back away from the clear space in the pavement, the
babalawao's chanting rising againgt the backdrop of city noise. "Dante?

My gods, does he sound concer ned?
"What'swrong? Dante?"

"Nothing," | heard my voice, dim and dreamy. Precog's not my main Talent; if it was1'd be a Seer. But |
had enough of it to be useful sometimes. "Nothing." Darknessfolded over me, aquiet restfulness, the
sound of wings. The vison trembled just outside my menta grasp. If | aSmply relaxed and let my minor
precognitive talent work, it would come to me, and | would be warned... but of what?

Wheat did | need awarning for? | aready knew | wasin deep shit.

"Nothing..." | whispered. Hot fingers touched my forehead; my fingers curling around my scabbard, head
lalling, | sank into the candleflame of the future, guttering, held in adraft—

"Dont lietome," he snarled, and | found myself dimly surprised. Why should he give a shit if | lieto
him? | thought. | sngpped back into myself, hot prickles running over my skin, my stomach flipping
uneasily, my eyesfluttering. "Dante! Dante!”



"I'mfing" | sad irritably. "Just give me aminute, okay? Will you?'

"Asyou like." Hest roiled over my skin. Wasit him? A flood of hot, rough Power did down my spine
from the demon's hands. It knocked the premonition—and my hold on relaxation—away like a jo Saff
damming into my solar plexus. There went any hope of seeing the future.

"—fuck—" wasadl | could say, digging my hedlsinto pavement, curling around the scorching painin my
middle. The Power tipped back and did into the hungry well of Nuevo Rio. "Gods damn it—"

"What'swrong?"'
It was too dark. What had—

| opened my eyes dowly. The demon stood, feet planted, green eyes glowing like chips of radioactive
gemgtone. "l logtit," | said. "A premonition, and | lost it. Ask me before you do that next time, dl right?”

The demon shrugged. | looked up. Brick, plasted, cardboard, and auminum sheeting, tenements s oped
crazily up. Instead of the street, it was an adley. Why wasn't | surprised? Had he dragged me here,
thinking | was about to have some sort of fit?"| acted for your safety,” he said, quiet but unrepentant. |
feared you were being attacked."

"Who would be stupid enough to attack me with ademon right next to me?" | snapped, and wriggled out
of hishands. He let me go, clasping his hands behind hisback again, standing straight, hiseyelids
dropped, hiding hiseyes. "Great. A premonition usualy means something nasty's on itsway, and now I'm
not even forewarned. Perfect.”

Japhrimed said nothing.

| sghed, filled my lungswith the heavy carbon stink of Nuevo Rio. Curdled smells of garbage and human
misery rose around me. My shields were paper-thin, the premonition draining me; | forced mysdlf to
breathe through the stink. " Anubis et'her ka," | breathed, shaking my head. "I'd better get back. I think
I'm going to crash.”

"Very wdl." Japhrimel took my ebow, guiding me toward the mouth of the dley. ™Y ou should take more
carewith yoursdf, Dante.”

"Nobody ever got rich by being cautious,” | muttered. "Besides, what do you care? As soon aswefind
this Egg, you'll be on your way back to Hell, and I'll probably be left to clean up the mess. I'll be lucky to
get out of thisdive, and you're teling meto be careful.” | snorted, concentrating on placing one foot in
front of the other.

"I would not leave you without being sure of your safety,” he replied, quietly enough. "It would grieve me
to learn of your desth, human.”

"Bully for you," | muttered ungracefully.
"Truly," he persgted. "It would."

"Fuck," | said, the beginnings of abacklash headache starting behind my eyes. "Just get me back to
Jace's, okay? My head's starting to hurt.”

"Backlash," hesad. "Dante, thereis something | would—"

If he kept talking | was going to scream. "Just get me back to Jace's, dl right?”



His hand tightened on my elbow. | closed my eyes. "Understood.”

CHAPTER 26

| stamped into the practice room just as the afternoon heat began to get thick and heavy, black-stacked
clouds massing over the city. Therewould be rain soon, amonsoonlike downpour. Thunder and lightning
would accompany therain, and by thetimefull dark fell the steaming city might get somerelief.

| wasn't wearing my bag or my coat, just jeans and afresh microfiber shirt, boots and my rings. My hair
was wet, braided back tightly, and 1'd relacquered my fingernail s with the molecule drip that made them
tough asclaws.

The practice room was along hal floored with tatami, weagpons racked on the wall and three heavy bags
ranged in arow near the door. Onewall was mirrored, aballet barre bolted to the mirror (Now that
probably wasn't here before, Jace must have put that in, | thought snidery) and Eddie faced Jacein
the center of the room.

Jace had a jo staff, and Eddie had one, too. They both wore black silk gi pants, and Eddie wore awhite
cotton tank top that did nothing to disguise just how hairy heredly was. | stopped, leaning againgt the
doorjamb to watch.

Jace, stripped to the waist, held his staff with both hands. Muscle flickered under his skin, the scorpion
tattoo on hisleft shoulderblade moving dightly, hisgolden hair plastered down with swest.

Gabe was gretching out, well away from them. Shewent into afull front split, then leaned forward to
touch her forehead to her front knee. Showoff, | thought, the ghost of pain behind my eyesreminding me
of backlash.

Japhrime, hisarmsfolded, leaned against the wall on the other side of the heavy bags. The windows
were covered with sheer curtains, but the sun pouring in till made it alittle too warm. Nobody had
flipped on the climate control in here,

| watched as Eddie moved in, Jace parrying strikes, low sounds of effort from both men. | watched the
fight, dmost fedling the wood balanced in my own hands, jagging in a breath when Eddie smacked

upward, meaning to catch Jace in the face. It was adirty move, but they were both good enough—and
with two Necromances standing by, if someone caught abad strike we were well prepared to handleit.

Japhrimel gpproached me dowly. "Better?" he asked. Behind him, the sunlight coining through the
windows dimmed. The clouds had arrived. That didn't break the heat, though; it just made one more
conscious of the awful humidity pressing againg skin and breath.

| don't know why hest rose to stain my cheeks. "Yeah," | said, glancing up at his unremarkable, saturnine
face. "Thanks."

"I've seen backlash before," he replied quietly. "The best thing for it is Power, and letting the pain pass.”
"Thanks," | said again. "It helps, to have someone there during—"

Crack. Eddie's strike wrenched Jace's staff out of hishands. | clicked my tongue. That's the first time
I've seen Jace lose at staves with Eddie.



Eddie growled. "Quit fuckin' around and give me afight, hoodoo! Goddammit! Y ou ain't no fuckin good
to usdistracted!”

"Shut up, dirtwitch." Jace snarled back. "Want to switch to blades?!

"You'l fuckin'kill yoursdlf," Eddie scooped up Jace's saff, tossed it at him. Jace's hand flashed up; he
caught the smooth wood, then turned it vertically. "Thanks anyway. Been awhile since | saw you make
an amateur move like that. Hey, Danny!" He glanced over Jace's shoulder at me. "Come on over here
and work hisfidgets out, will you? Goddamn boy can't even hold his saff.”

| sighed. | had expected this. "Fine," | said, shrugging. "We'd cometo this sooner or later.” | looked up at
the demon'sface, quiet and shuttered. "I'm going to spar with Jace. | want you to stay out of it, al right?"

Japhrimel nodded his dark head.
"Cool," Gabe said, bouncing to her feet. "I've missed watching you two fight. Better than aholovid.”

| ignored her. What would piss Jace off most? 1 thought, looking up a the demon again. A faint breeze
swept through the room, carrying the promise of thunder with it. Okay.

| stepped close to the demon, went up on tiptoe, my hand curling around his shoulder, the smell of musk
and dark Power enveloping me. "Hey." | pulled on his shoulder and he bent alittle, obediently. | kissed
his cheek—just apeck, but | heard Jace's indrawn breath and knew | was halfway to winning.

He fought better when he was angry, anyway.

"Thanks." | repeated to Japhrimel, whose eyes had half-closed. He looked surprised. "It helpsto have
someonetherewhilel'min pain." My tone was alittle more intimate than I'd planned. "I appreciateit.”

He nodded once, sharply, and straightened, his gaze flicking away from me. | turned back to the practice
room.

Gabe's jaw dropped. She sidled back, dmost to the mirrored wall. Eddie followed her, watching Jace,
white teeth showing inawidegrin.

Jace walked deliberately over to arack near the windows and put his staff up, scooped up his
scabbarded sword. "I'm gamefor it, if Danny is" he said quietly, and | had to fight the smile that wanted
to pull my lipsup. Careful, Danny. You haven't fought himin a while, ease into this.

| madeit to the center of the room and yawned. | hadn't even stretched out beyond my usua morning
routine. Jace carried his sword, approached me cautioudly, his booted feet shushing over the tatami. "Hi,
sweetheart,” he said, hisblue eyeslocking with mine. It was hisusud greeting, usualy followed by akiss.
My body remembered the sound of that voice. | let myself smile, then. My rings gave out alow,
sustained humming.

"Youreinfor atreat,” Gabe said to the demon. "Jace and Danny are the best in the biz. They used to do
naked-blade dicboard duels, back in the day. And—"

"Shh," Eddiesaid. "l wantaseethis"

"Hi, baby," | said quietly, holding my sword, fingers curled loosely around scabbard and hilt. "Missed
me?'

"Every damn day." Jace's face was set. His shoulders were loose and easy. Maybe | didn't piss him off



as much as | thought. "Every sngle motherfucking day."
"Hmm." | smiled swesetly. "Shouldn't have left.”
"Didn't have achoice," he returned.

We circled each other, wary. | shifted my weight forward, playing through the sequence that would end
with his head separated from his body. He countered dmost immediately, and we went back to circling.

Point for him, hed made metwitch fird.

"Yeah," | sad. "You werein such ahurry you didn't even leave anote. Must have been redlly deep and
hot, Jace, for you to just get up and leave." | et my smile broaden. "What was her name?"

"I've been afucking monk since our last time, sweetheart,” he said, the easy smile dropping from his
voice.

Second point for me. I'd pushed him too far.

"I hopeit'smade you abetter fighter... than you wereasalover.” | tacked that on just to goose him.
"Y ou had no complaints.”

"None| told you to your face."

Hewas smiling again. He moved in, testing, and | countered.

"When arethey going to—" Eddie began. | tuned him out.

"Wait." Gabereplied.

| caught aflash of Japhrimel watching, hands behind his back, his eyes almost spitting sparks.

"Try me again, sweetheart,” Jace said, histone low and purring. "I've been dying for it.”

"Good for you." | shuffled back, to the sde; things were rapidly heating up. "Get used to
disappointment.”

"Y ou don't want an explanation?"

"Three yearstoo late, Jace. All | want to do now isforget you ever existed." My own voice dropped to a
whisper. His eyes narrowed.

"Good luck," hesaid. "l just bought myself free of the Corvin Family, swesets, and | have sometimeon
my hands. Want to hdp mefill it?"

"I'd rather turn into a Chillfreak whore." My blade whispered free of the sheath just ashisdid.
"Now?" Eddie asked.

"Just wait," Gabe whispered back.

"Mmh." Jace said. "Y ou say the sweetest—"

He moved in then, with no warning. Metal clashed and rang. We separated, both of us breathing fast and
deep.



"Y ou've gotten quicker,” he said.

"And you il talk too goddamn much,”" | said, wishing | could spit. That would add something to the
fedtivities.

"l should put my tongue to better use," he muttered, and gave me aflash of the famous Monroe grin, the
onethat had Mob groupiesfollowing him around dl thetime.

"Try it on someone who cares, fucker,” | spat a him, and that broke the tension.

We moved in on each other, feet shuffling, sparks spraying from the metal and the Power inthe air. He
wasn't trying very hard, and | amost got him twice before heredized | was serious and began to
scramble. Cut overhand, spin-kick, hetried to lock me into a corps-a-corps where his height and weight
could overpower me but that was an old trick, move move move, scabbard flyinginto jab himinthe
ribs, it was a cheap shot but every little bit told, | had speed and endurance, he had power and a different
type of endurance—

Parry, parry, ashort thrust he had to shuffle back to escape, metd diding, wall coming up fast, was|
going to chest or was| going to—

| cheated.

| popped my left hand forward, the scabbard held horizontal, and adart of Power flashed from my rings,
gpattered on his defenses.

We separated, both breathing hard now. It bought me some breathing room.
"Chesater," he said. Swest rolled down hisforehead, hishair truly soaked now. Thunder rumbled outside.

"Anything for you," | answered, showing my teeth. Sweet dripped down the shallow channd of my spine.
My ribsflared with deep rasping breaths. ™Y ou going to come and get me, baby?'

"Y ou should be s0 lucky," he said. "We're full-on now, sweetheart? Y ou sure? Last time we did this|
spanked your ass."

"I was holding back," | said. " Since you dways bitched when you logt."
Hegrinned. "Y ou sure, Vaentineg?'

"Come over here and find out, Monroe," | dared him, katana dipping into guard. Hewas coming in low,
his shielding swirling with the peculiar spiky turbulence of a Shaman, impossibleto predict. | was glowing,
glitter gpattering through my aura; reacting to his nearness and to my own defenses springing up, locking
with his

We closed in again, and thistime he was serious. Meta screamed and Power tore through the air, ozone,
smdl of musk, the mark on my shoulder suddenly coming dive. Spray of sparks, hewas using a pattern |
didn't recogni ze but muscle memory took over again and it waslike riding a dicboard, trembling on the
outer edge of adrenaine control, fully dive, fully aware, kiss of breeze against my sweaty forehead, clap
of thunder like angds striking and neither of usflinched, spin, hdf-faling, get up get up, kicked hisbad
knee, fdt theflare of sick pain from his shielding but he was too hyped on adrendine to dow down, we
closed again but | had momentum, push, Power crackling, across the room, running, his face inches from
mine, eyes|ocked, my lips pedled back with effort, familiar, every other time we'd fought blurring under
my skin, memory and intuition and action—



Glass. Shattering. | drove him through the window, separating from him for long enough to gain footing
on the sone walk outside, heavy scent of wet green air rising from the garden on the other side of the
gtrip of stone flags. Boot soles gripping, diding, cut overhand, he batted it away with more luck than
strength. Harsh gasps of air tore at my throat. His shielding flared, trying to throw me off, | reacted
without thinking, tearing Power from the air and smashing at him.

Rain spattering against my skin, stinging-hard. Rivulets of water down Jace's face. We were outside now,
booted feet crunching in glass, the wild rain pounding on both of us, soaked to the bone and suddenly
chill, breath steaming, sparks flying like water as we danced.

Hying. | didn't haveto hold back. The rhythm of the fight changed, becameinsstent, no think! No think!
Move! Jado-sensal screamed in my memory and | fell, landing on the wet stone scrambling, scrambling,
throwing aside one of his strikes, on my feet again, whirling, his scabbard coming in, deflected, | was
going to bruise there by tomorrow, didn't care, alive, alive, see you stay that way, alive, alive—

Thunder.

Hefdl, blood striping hisface, landing sprawled on the marble. My blade kissed histhroat. For a
moment | was tempted—push the blade in, no resistance, you can watch him bleed, watch the soul
|eave the body, watch the sparks fly, and then—

"Doyou give?' | asked, my voice aharsh crosk. My ribsflared.

"Of course," he said, hiseyes closed, head tipped back, throat exposed. Steel caressed the vulnerable
place where his pulse beat. My hands weren't shaking, but they were close. " Anything you want,
Vdentine"

"Stay off my case, Monroe." | |et the temptation dide avay. Not today. | wouldn't kill him today.

Thank the gods, think of the paperwork... | sheathed my blade, suddenly aware that the rain
drenched both of us, my shirt stuck to my body, my jeans chafing, boots doshing in foaming water. |
offered him my hand, till tuned to combat, watching hisblade just in case.

"Sure." Hetook my hand; | hauled him up from the stone walk-turned-river. "Y ou still look good when
you fight, sweetheart.”

| tore my fingers out of his, watched as he sheathed his sword. Both of us were bloody—scraped
knuckles, acut on his scalp, hisknee, ashalow dice on my shield arm, my back on fire. "Good match,” |
sad grudgingly. ™Y ou've been practicing.”

"So have you. That double-eight thing kicked my ass."

"Wheréd you learn that little shuffle-trick? That'snice.” | pushed a strand of wet hair out of my face—no
matter how tightly | braided it, sometimes little bits worked free.

"Around and about. Y ou still do knife-work?' His hair streamed with water, dark and plastered against
his forehead.

"When the occasion cdlsfor it." | stepped through the shattered window. " Sorry about that.”
"It'sokay. It'sjust awindow." | could hear the smilein hisvoice. "Goddamn, you're good."

"I train with Jado aimost every day when I'm not on ajob."”



"That old dragon? Chango love you, girl, no wonder you're good." He stepped through, shaking the
water off hishair and hands, samping hisfeet. That'll foul the mats, | thought, and wondered if broken
glass ground into tatami was abad idea. Of course it is. But maybe he can afford it. "l couldn't even
get timewith him. Some say he only trainswomen.”

"No, there's men too. But he sayswomen are better. Quicker reaction time. More evil." | found mysalf
amiling. Adrendinelaid its thin copper taste against my palate. Now | wanted a hot bath, and | wanted
EX.

Too bad. Nobody here but unavailable men. And | don't want to trust the local escorts.

Jace's hand closed around my wrist. His skin was warm, dmaost too warm, his shields rubbing against
mine. Histhumb drifted over my skin, an intimate touch. "Danny.”

| toremy hand away again. Hetried to keep it. Again. "Danny—" Again.
"No, Jace. Forget it. That'sal you're going to get from me."

He shrugged. "It'sashame. | remember how good it used to be after asparring session.” His eyebrow
quirked alittle. Even with blood running down his face—head wounds are messy—he was ill beautiful.
I'd always liked blonds. Maybe because | had to dye my hair to fit in with Necromance codes.

"Well, if you hadn't dumped me three years ago you might be alittle luckier now," | said, and turned
avay.

Gabe and Eddie were watching us. Gabe's eyes were round. Eddie's were narrowed, and he looked
about ten seconds away from agrowl. He had his arm over Gabe's shoulders; she leaned into his body
asif she belonged there,

Japhrimel stood bolt-upright, his hands behind him. His eyes were haf-lidded and the smell of demon
filled the entire practice room, warring with the tide of rain-washed ar pouring in through the broken
window. His coat smoked and fumed with darkness, a psychic stain spreading out from him.

| don't know if that's really a coat, | thought, and stopped short, staring at him. What else could it be?
Wings? An exoskeleton?

Jace went utterly still beside me. "Isthat it?" he asked. "Y ou're dating a demon?”

"Don't beridiculous," | snapped, and stalked away from him. ™Y our dick aways gets the better of you,
Jace, maybe you should try thinking with your brain next time. Thanks for the sparring, | needed it. Next
timeI'll spar with Japhrime—he'sared chalenge. | was so happy with mysdlf | used more of Jaf's
name, and sounded asif | was talking about someone ese. The name fit smoothly againgt my tongue.
Japhrimel . | wondered what it meant, and if | called him by hisfull name, what would happen?

"Fucking hell—" Jace began, hisvoice bitting a pitch | recogni zed.
Hed logt histemper.

"That's enough," Gabe snapped, even though Eddie pulled back on her shoulders. Theemerdd in her
cheek flashed, sending a spear of green light through the heavy air. "Hades, haven't you two finished
flirting? Get over it dready so we can find the rucking demon and get rid of our Happy Little Pet here!™

"Japhrimel," | said, over thelast half of her sentence, "come on. Therest of you, were going recon in two
hours when the rain stops and it gets darker. I'll expect you dl to be ready.”



"Oh, for fuck's—" Gabe began. Eddie shushed at her.
"Danny?" Jace'svoice,

| stopped. Didn't turn around. Japhrimel hovered near my shoulder. | hadn't seen him blink acrossthe
intervening space, and that made me vaguedly nervous.

"Thanksfor the sparring,” Jace said. "I love working with you."
"Sorry, Jace," | answered. "It'stoo late. | work aone.”

Then | strode out of the practice room, my anger crackling on the air, hearing Jace's awful silence behind
me. I'd won both battles.

Good for me.

CHAPTER 27

Japhrimel didn't say anything until we reached the blue suite. He closed the door behind us, precisdly,
locking it, the defenses held set in the walls humming as soon as | entered the room. " That was not wise,"
he said quietly. "A jed ous man does not work well."

"Jace works better when he'sunder pressure,” | said, unwinding my wet hair fromitsbraid. "And he
deserved it." My ringslay dark and silent againgt my fingers now. | felt better, the headache eased out by
pulling on Power from the well of the city now that my body had acclimatized, my back sopping its
low-level cramping. I'd stretch out after a hot bath, and be ready for recon.

My hands shook. I'd just faced Jace over asword again. Three years. Three years—and he hadn't even
tried to explain yet. Just acted asif—

| took adeep bresth. | could fed the weight of Japhrimel's green gaze on my back. Jace didn't matter. I'd
said hedidn't matter, that | didn't care anymore. I'd sworn many times, out loud and silently, that | was
over Jason Monroe. Period. End of story, end of spell, so mote it be, amen, finis.

"Nevertheless," Japhrime perssted. ™Y ou should not have used meto prick hisjedousy.”

| shrugged. "It's his problem. Not mine. My problem isfinding Santino and getting that Egg back to
Lucifer. Besides, he'sonly human. It's not like he can hurt you if he decidesto do something stupid.”

"Perhaps," hereplied. "But even demons understand jed ousy, Dante.”

| started to unbutton my shirt, tossing my sword on the bed. Safe enough, | thought. At least for now.
"Next time I'll spar with you. At least you'll give me aworkout.”

If my voice had been any more brittle, it would have snapped. If | was over Jace, | was over him. Right?
Right?

"Y ou were not sparring with him," the demon pointed out. He leaned on the door, hisarmsfolded on his
chest, hiseyeshdf-lidded. Therewas afaint red stain on his carame cheeks. Dear gods, was he
blushing?"Y ouweretrying to kill him."



"| don't see any other way to play,” | tossed over my shoulder as | headed for the bathroom. "I'm going
to cleanup.”

"Asyou like" He didn't sound too pleased.

| stopped and looked back at him, my shaking fingers pausing on the fourth button. | didn't do anything
wrong, | repeated to myself. | simply sparred with Jace and made it clear he doesn't affect me
anymore. Now everyone knows what's going on, it's official, it's all aboveboard and time-stamped.
| didn't do anything wrong. "What? Go ahead and say it."

Japhrimel didn't move. He might aswell have been agtatue, leaning against the door. Warm dectric light
caressed the planes of hisface, parked in his eyes. The faint reddish stain had drained from his cheeks.
"You are... trifling with his affections, and usng meto do so. The gameis exceedingly dangerous.”

| examined him. "What are you redlly trying to tell me, Tierce Japhrime? That Jace has some sort of
feding for me? Why did heleave, then? Huh?Y ou answer methat.”

"If youlike, I will find out.”

| clutched my shirt together. "1 don't want to know. If it wasimportant, he would have sent me a message
or something. I'm not interested in his excuses now."

"Then stop needling him. Treat him asan equd.”

"Hey, demon, | didn't know if you noticed, but everybody getsthe short end of the stick from me.”
"Do not use me to make ahuman jedous, Dante. It is very unwise of you."

"Sekhmet sa'es,” | hissed. "1 didn't. Don't get your girdlein atwig.”

"You did, Dante. | would advise you not to trifle with him, and not to trifle with me either.” He didn't
move, but the air swirled uneasily. Thunder boomed outside, muted by the bulk of the house but till
enough to raise the hairs on my ngpe. The demon's stain on my auramoved, drawing closer to my skin, a
gentle brush againgt the edges of my awareness.

"Likeyou care," | said, and turned on my hed, stalking for the bathroom. "Leaveit done, hdlspawn. This
isa human thing."

He said nothing. | stamped into the bathroom and dammed the door, then started peeling off my wet
clothes. "Gods damn it, " | hissed, yanking my jeans down, kicking them into the corner. | could really
hate them both, couldn't 1? | sure could. Especially the gods-be-damned demon. Because?

| found myself staring in the mirror, wet lank dead-black seaweed hair, indeterminate dark eyes, pae
face, dark rings under my eyes, my mouth pulled tight in abitter grimace, my fingernails skritching
againg the counter as my hands tensed. My tattoo shifted uneasily, serpents writhing against winged staff,
the emerdd turning dark and glittering angrily.

Because he's right. | want Jace to suffer. | want himto lose his temper. | want to win, goddammit.
Even if it'sa hollow victory. | want himto hurt.

"Fuck," | breathed, looking a my eyes. Dark circles, mouth drawn tight, Power trembling at the outer
edge of my control. Deep breath, Danny. Take a deep breath and get cool with the program, okay?
Chill down. Chill down.



I'mgoing to die.
"Shut up,” | whispered. "If | die, I'm taking Santino with me. | owe Doreen. And I've lived long enough.”

It sounded good, but the woman in the mirror didn't believeit. | had amortgage. | had aMel wasjust
beginning to piece together and go on with. | didn't want to die.

"How much longer would you live anyway going up against Santino, Danny?' | asked mysdf. "Huh?'
Not very much longer, some deep voice replied. Just long enough to make himregret it.
"Good," | said. "So stop fooling around.”

| don't want to die.

"I don't have achoice. If the god takes me, He takesme.".

| still don't want to die.

"Too bad," | whispered, turning away from the mirror. | couldn't take looking at myself any longer.

CHAPTER 28

"El diablo Santino," Jace said, the knife pressed againgt the thin Hispanic's throat. " Okay?"

Gabe and Eddie had the mouth of the dley and the demon stood behind me. | watched the man's eyes
flicker, whiterolling around their edges. He was swesting, great drops of water diding down hisface.
The reek of fear warred with the smell of demon. The aley was piled with garbage, hot and rank and wet
from the afternoon'srain. It was only dightly cooler. My hair, trapped in abraid, was twisted into aknot
at my nape. | looked down at my wrist, having just scanned the maniin.

The plug-in, clear plasilicasmoothed over my dat-band, lit up with astring of code. "He's got awarrant,
Jece" | sad quietly. "Do we haul himin?"

The omni and thefirgt H-DOC, dim squares of plasilicawith clear Hegemony military-tech flexcircuits,

I'd dready plastered over my datband. I'd smoothed the second H-DOC over Japhrimel'swrist. We
were officialy on ahunt now, plugged into the Hegemony police nets and immuneto afew laws having to
do with genera murder and chaos—as long as the murder and chaos served the purpose of bringing our
bounty in. The night sky was choked with clouds though the downpour had stopped, and steaming hest
closed usin abubble of damp discomfort. Now | knew what the inside of arice cooker felt like.

The man babbled in Portogueso, swesting, his eyesrolling. He wore aloose white cotton shirt and frayed
khakis, his huaraches digging into the pavement as he tried to back through the rough earth-brick wall
behind him. One of his hands hit the dumpster Jace had trapped him beside, and a hollow boom punched
thear.

Jace was shaking down his contacts, and none of them looked happy to see him. Considering he was
walking around with two Necromances, | didn't blame them. Still, Jace was savage. Hewasin his
element here. Thefirst contact had tried to dive out afourth-story window onto bare concrete to get
away from him.



| was beginning to think that he had areputation.

Jace said something very low. The man's eyesflicked past his shoulder, fastened on me, and he gibbered
something.

Jace went very ill. He asked a couple more questions, both answered in ahigh whine.

Jace laid the knifeblade againgt the man's cheek. He said something very low and quick, and | caught my
name—Dante Val entino—and his own name, accented strangely. Then he let the man go, tossed him
onto the floor of the dley, the knife disappearing.

As soon as he turned around, his eyesthoughtful, | knew there wastrouble. "What wasthat?' | asked
incurioudly, looking down at the man moaning on the pavement. He seemed to be in an ecstasy of fear.
"And arewe hauling himin?'

"No, let him go, he's wetting his pants anyway. Come on, Danny." Jace straightened his shoulders.
"We've got to pow-wow."

Gabe and Eddie drifted in from the mouth of the aley. We left Jace's contact scrambling againg the
cracking pavement and moaning to himsdf. “"Good news," Gabe whispered. "Therés aset of heavies
coming through the neighborhood, Jace. Not sureif they'relooking for you or—"

"They aren't,” he said grimly. "Word is the Corvin Family's looking to capture Danny. Alive and
unharmed. Someone s putting the squeeze on the Mob down here." Jace's eyes didn't move from mine.
Hewore dark blue, shirt and jeans, blending into the night. He dropped his hand to his swordhilt, tapped
blunt fingersin apattern | recognized. "Wonder who that could be."

"Santino?" | asked. Why would the Mob get involved, especially aMob Family | hadn't ever tangled
with? Then again, the Mob didn't want us to go after Santino last time, because they were in the
same cor porate bed with him when it came to illegal augments. The memory made my lip curl. Gods
above and below, how | hated the Mob.

Behind me, Jace's contact monkeyed up a splitting, rotten wooden fence and dropped down on the other
gde

"Don' think so. I've got enemiestoo, and you camein on a public trangport as Saint City police
irregulars. Fun. About as stedlthy as a Skinlin berserker." He grinned, lips stretching back from histeeth
inagrimace | remembered. Jace was furious.

Why?Why would that make him furious?
"So what do we do now?" Eddie asked. "They're gettin’ kind of close, Monroe."

"D0?" Jace shrugged. "l just told Jose to spread the word that Danny Vaenting's under my persona
protection. Asfor those clumsy fuckers moving in, we either run, or we send amessage that she ain't
going to come cheap. My vote goesfor the latter. It will make it easier to get information, scare some
people. What do you say?'

Eddie shrugged. "I'm up for afight."
"Me, too," Gabe chimed in. "Lucky you, Danny, you've got an admirer or two. Or ahundred.”

"I can't think of why," | grumbled. "Look &t this, | just blew into town and aready people want to kill
rre.ll



"Not kill" Jace corrected. "Capture. Alive and unharmed.”
"For how much?' the demon asked suddenly.
"Fivemillion standard credits,”" Jace replied easly.

Silence. | looked at Gabe. Her jaw dropped. She had her hair in two braids like a demented schoolgirl.
One hung forward over her dim shoulder, the other dangled in back. Her emerald glittered in the
darkness. Evenin apolicerig and synthwool coat in the boiling heat, she looked cool, calm, and precise.

Eddielet out alow whistle.

"Take her back to the house," Jace said to the demon. " Watch her. Don't even send her to the bathroom
done"

"Now just wait one goddamn second,” | objected, relieved that Japhrimel made no move to obey Jace.
"Thisis my hunt, I'm not going to be hauled around like a piece of baggage.”

"Give us sometimeto clear the street and do some recon, Danny," Jace said reasonably. But aticin his
cheek was jumping. That meant trouble. Heavy trouble.

There was something Jace wasn't telling. "It'sbest. Y ou know it's best.”

"Thisismy hunt,” | repesated in afierce whisper. "Y ou are not taking over. Isthat clear?’
"This serves no purpose,” the demon said. "Dante?"

"Let'sgo kick someass” | answered. "Don't fuck with me on my hunt, Jace."

"Danny, you should get under cover until we can sort out who's looking for you." Jace sounded calm and
reasonable, but his hand curled around his swordhilt. He was two steps away from rage, and 1'd only
seen Jason Monroe in arage twice before.

"I'm not backing down, Jace," | hissed. "Comeon.”

"Fing" hesad. "But after that we're going back and hashing this out.”

"Good enough,” | gavein. | was hungry anyway, and | wanted aquiet placeto think. "Let'sgo rumble.”
"Standard form?" Gabe asked.

"Y eah. Watch out for Danny, everyone, they'll 1ook to net her." Jace didn't look away from me, even
whenmy lip lifted and | snarled openly at him.

"| can take care of mysdlf,” | said, thumbing my blade free of the scabbard with asmall sound.
"Japhrimel, we're going to mix. Kill the opposition, aslong as they're not innocent bystanders. Okay?"

"Asyou like" Japhrimel said quietly. "I will watch over you, Dante. They are coming quickly; we had
best go now."

"Oh, Sekhmet sa'es,” | hissed. "' Get moving, standard form. Jace, you take point; Gabe, keep Eddie
from going berserk—"

"Danny?" Gabeturned, her right hand diding below her left armpit. "They're here.”

Asif to underscore her words, aplasbolt crackled past. | looked up—they'd gotten onto the roofs.



Supid, sloppy, I'm going to smack Jace hard for this."Out!" | ydled, shoving Jace. "Takeit
dreetsde! Go!*

Weran.

"Tweve of them," Japhrimel said, hisvoice cdm and clearly audible even though the rest of uswere
pounding down the pavement, Eddie gasping out something that might have been the beginnings of a
chant. | snapped out two words of the Fourth Canon, throwing my right hand up. My second
ring—amber cabochon—sparked and crackled, and amilky shimmer in the air separated around each of
us. Juggling aspell while running was bad enough, but worth the effort because aplasbolt streaked the air
and splashed againgt the shimmershield surrounding Gabe, who let out ashort sharp falcon's scream,
probably expecting to be flung on the pavement.

My own cry rose with hers, breathless. | pumped Power into the shimmers, drawing from the city'swell,
grateful 1'd dready suffered through the migraine of backlash—Eddie and Gabe would be crippled by
their limited ability to draw on Nuevo Rio Power unlessthey had taken the time to acclimatize
themsdves

Gabe grabbed half the load on the shimmershields away from me, her menta touch light and deft. " Do
something!" she screamed, as we plunged into the nighttime crowd. | thought she was screaming a me
instead of Japhrimel, so | popped the shields down, freeing them from my conscious control; stopped
short (stopping from afull head-on runisaskill, I'll admit | ssumbled) and turned, my sword diding free
of the shesth.

"Danny!" Jaceydled.

The crowd of Nuevo Rios exploded away from me, making sgns againgt the evil eye. | met thefirg hired
thug with aclash of stee—he didn't have a sword, but he had amachete. | knocked the plasgun out of
his hand with aflicker of my scabbard. Meta clashed and rang—he cut overhand, adoppy move,
expecting me to be dumb enough not to expect it—tal, thin Nuevo Rio man in an assassin'srig, black
leather straps with various knife sheaths and other things attached. | digpatched him with ashort thrust
and backed up asthey converged on me, six dark-eyed, dark-haired men, one of them a vaudun,
shaking his gtaff. The bits of metal and circuit-boards attached to it jingled. Neon ran on the wet Strest,
the sound of srens and screams of the crowd fading from my consciousness. Sx against one, | thought,
twisting my blade free from the body on the ground. 1'm going to enjoy this. Watch that Shaman, he's
the dangerous one.

| stood my ground, letting them come to me, pavement cracking underneath me, the dark pulsing
heartbeet of the city resounding, atapline open to feed me Power from the city's ambient energy. The
shimmershields crackled as more plasholts raked the ground. The H-DOC on my wrist flashed, reading
the layout of the fight, derted by the spike of plasgun bolts. The copswouldn't interfere; thiswasa
privete hunt.

A dark shape streaked past me, silver gun flashing. Japhrimel met the six with a popping clatter of
gunfire. He punched onein the face, sending him flying back. | was|eft facing the Shaman, who locked
shieldswith me and proceeded to blow afew circuitsin my shimmer-shield with a swift, nasty attack of
Power.

Hewas good. | held my sword level, metal gleaming, rings sparking as| countered, grabbing dl available
Power in my range, the mark on my shoulder crunching with sudden pain asthe demon let out a
shattering roar. Jace drove past me, engaging the vaudun. Dammit, Jace, he was MINE! Jace made a
quick mation, and something like atiger made of solid light and dapples of shadow, Jace's prime fighting



construct, tore itsalf out of the air and descended on the other vaudun.

Where are the rest of them? | thought, and heard another one of Gabe's short sharp cries. Engaged
over there, | thought, turning on my hed, my taplineinto the city's dark heart pulsng with Power. | kept
the shields steady, juggling them as | bolted back for Gabe and Eddie. Jace could handle himself.

The Skinlin was growling as he fought with another Shaman, this one awizened old nut-brown man with
streaks and dapples of red paint on hisface. Gabe, swearing and spitting, her face contorted into a mask
of rage, was dueling atal mercenary—he wasn't aNuevo Rio, too pae, sandy blond hair, but he wore
an n'srig and used a short thrusting sword. Plasholts whined. One splashed againgt the edge of my
torn shimmer-shield, and the resultant Power-flare nearly knocked meto my knees. | staggered, my
forward momentum pushing me, just likeriding adicboard—and | threw myself on the two Nuevo Rios
edging for Gabe's back.

One of them clipped me on the shoulder with athrown knife before | cut him down, pain blooming along
my nerveslike spiked ail, the other engaged me—he was a huge hulking mass of weightlifting muscle and
black-market augmentations, | smelled salt-sweat-sweet Chill on him before | made my cut and abright
jet of arterial blood splashed out of his neck. He was till trying to come for mewhen | took off hisright
hand with the plasgun till clasped init. | finished by whirling and opening his belly with two cuts, my own
battle-ydl stinging my throat and dyeing the air red. Chillfreaks, | hate Chillfreaks. | thought Nuevo
Rios were more into hash anyway.

Then it wasover. | stood, panting, watching the blood gurgle, hearing the last choking gasps asthe
Chillfreak died, hiseyes dimming, the spark exiting his chemica-abused body. " Anubis et'her ka." |
breathed. That was for Lewis, you sack of Chill shit. Thethought did across my mind and was gone
assoon asit came.

The plasholts had stopped. Eddie's growling still sounded from behind me, and | heard Gabe taking in
harsh tearing gulps of air. Clatter of stedl. Running feet. A long, low howl of abused breath, snarling, a
flare of familiar Power. Jace.

| stared blankly down at the body in front of me. The street was now deserted, but eyes glittered in the
shadows. If we left the bodies, they would be stripped and harvested in minutes.

Chillfreaks, | thought, and shuddered. | hate the motherfucking Chillfreaks.

Threethings| hated: the Mob, Chillfreaks, Santino. Each one of them had stolen something from
me—Santino stole Doreen, the Mob had helped steal Doreen, and Chill and the Mob had stolen Lewis
and fucked up too many bountiesto count.

Japhrimers hand closed around my wounded shoulder. | flinched—I hadn't even sensed him behind me.
That was starting to weird me out. "Y ou're hurt," he said quietly, and his hand bit down, ahot snarling
mass of Power forcing itsway into thewound. | gritted my teeth, feeling muscle knit itself together—I'd
been so pumped on adrenaine I'd barely noticed the strike. "My apologies.”

"Why?Y ou had enough to dedl with." | looked down at the body on the pavement. True desth had
occurred, but the nerves were still glowing with fase life—what Necromances called foxfire. The soul
wasgone. "'l hate Chillfreaks," | muttered.

Lewis, hisbeaky face splashed with blood, leered up in my memory. I'd been collared, on arare
excursion with my socid worker, when a Chillfreak had killed him; I'd only been akid. Unable to protect
him—he'd told meto ran, and | had. The cops had arrived too late.



Lewis had taught meto read, left me his books and hislove of the classics. | had been lucky to have such
agentle socid worker, one who was so genuingly interested in me, evenif 1'd been unableto tdl him the
truth about Rigger Hall because of the collar. When he died I'd been given asocid worker who could
have cared lessthat | wasin hell and helpless; she wastoo busy collecting her checks and getting strung
out on synth hash to pay any attention to the kid she was supposed to be looking out for. When Rigger
Hall had closed down and the news of what Mirovitch had done to the kids became common
knowledge, | never even got an apology from the stupid bitch. After that | refused to see any socid
workersat al.

| returned to the present with ajolt as Japhrimel sighed.
"I am to protect you," he said, dowly, asif | wasa stupid third-grader.
"Up until | face Santino,” | told him, "I'm capable of taking care of myself.” | looked up.

Eddie held Gabe, kissing her forehead. ™Y ou okay?" he said, his blood-dotted face thunderous with
worry. She nodded her assent.

| looked hurriedly away. | didn't want to think about why it hurt me to see them together sometimes.
"Danny?" Jace sounded breathless. " Danny!"

"I'mfine" | said, my sword whipping through the air, blood splashing from its shimmer. Power smoked
aong the blade, ahabitua cleaning of the bright stedl. | did it back into the sheeth. "Dammit, Jace. You
took the Shaman. Hewas mine."

"Sorry," hesad, in atone that suggested he wasn't sorry at dl. "Let'smove, kids. My ingtinct tells me that
wasonly thefirst wave. Leave the bodiesfor harvest.”

"Y ou mind not giving orders on my hunt?" | snapped, and looked up at the demon. Hisface was s, his
eyes sparking with radioactive green. "Thanks, Japhrimel."

He nodded. "Where now?"
"Back to Jace'shouse. Thiskind of changesthe Stuation alittle.”

"They were serious," Gabe said. Sheid findly stopped clinching with Eddie. "Five million credits. Holy
fuck, Danny, what'd you do?"'

"I didn't do anything; I've been forced into this," | snapped, and set off down the pavement after scanning
the bodies. We should have stopped to search them, but | was too shaken to pause. | wanted a drink.
"Comeon."

CHAPTER 29

| poured afull glass of brandy, handed it to the demon, and took along pull off the bottle. It was good
suff, slken-smooth, igniting like athunderbal in my belly.

Jace dugged a hit of vodka. Eddie cursed as Gabe swabbed at his arm with peroxin. | waited afew
moments, exhaled, took another pull from the bottle, my other hand white-knuckled on my sword. My

bloody deeve flopped.



"Careful with that, Danny,” Jace said. "I need you sober."

"Fuck you," | said. "Why does the Corvin Family want me, Jace? What aren't you telling me?' You
swore you were free and clear of the Mob when you met me, and | believed you. Slly me.

He shrugged. "Don't worry about the Corvins, sweetheart. I'll take them down if they so much astouch
you."

"Youdill work for them, don't you, Jace? That's why you didn't want to talk about it. Once Mob, aways
Mob. Y ou can't take them down."

Jace's face was bloodless under amask of swest, grime, and a spatter of blood high on hisleft cheek. "l
bought myself free of the Corvins, Danny. They don't own me." He took another dug of vodka, smacked
the shotglass down on the counter. The sharp sound crackled in tense air.

| took another hit off the bottle, turned to look at the demon. "'Jaf?'
He dhrugged, too. Goddamn shrugging men.

He's not a man, he's a demon. The thought struck me with amost physical force. | stopped, staring at
him. When had | started thinking about him asif he was human? That didn't bode well. | tipped the bottle
up to my lipsagain, but Japhrime set his untouched glass down on the bar and took the bottle from me,
hisfingers hot against mine. "No, Dante," he said softly. "Please. | will not allow you to be harmed.”

W, that's comforting, | thought. And oddly enough, it was. "Okay," | answered, letting go of the
bottle. The brandy settled into awarm glow behind my breastbone. " So the Corvinswant me dive. What
the fuck for? And—" A horrible thought struck mejust as| finished turning to face Japhrimel.

He st the bottle down beside his glass, watching my face. "Dante?"

| stood stock-till, frozen, my entire body gone cold. Abratold me Jace isworking for the Corvins...
The Corvins want me alive, and they're paying so much... someone else is leaning on them,
someone big ... Jace and the Corvins. He's one of them. Once Mab, always Maob.

"Danny?' Gabe must have caught my sudden stillness, because she was staring at me, too, her dark eyes
wide. "Danny?"

| swallowed. "I've got to go up to my room," | said, hearing the queer breathlessnessin my voice. |
sounded like ayoung girl vicioudy embarrassed at her first party. "Excuse me."”

| was halfway to the door before Japhrimel fell into step beside me. He said nothing.
"Danny, what'swrong?' Gabe cdled. " Danny!"

| found the grand wide staircase and started to climb, the premonition beating under my skin.
Premonition—and shock. It couldn't be. It couldn't be.

But he betrayed me once, didn't he? Left without a word—what do you want to bet he was called
down here by the Corvins and that's why he |eft? Abra warned me ... she knew. And now he's so
willing to help... so very hospitable, stay in my house, it's safer there, he said he bought himself
free of the Corvins but | know the Mob, you never get free. Even if he bought something from
them, they can squeeze him until he hands over an ex-girlfriend, can't they?

My brain shied away from the cold, logica conclusion. | didn't want to believeit.



The demon stepped behind me, soundless, his musky auraclosng mein, ashielding | ignored because |
didn't have time or concentration to spare to shake it aside. He only touched me once, asubtle push on
my blood-crusted shoulder when | dmost got lost in the hallways. When we reached the blue room, |
shoved the door open and bolted inside, trembling. Stopped.

The room, ingtead of blue, was now white. Heavy fragrance drenched the air.

Flowers. White flowers. Lotuses, roses, lilies, scattered over the room asif a snowstorm had dropped its
blossoms. Gooseflesh raced up my arm, spilled down my back; my teeth chattered and my nipples drew
up hard as pebbles. Theflowerslay on every flat surface, even thefloor, the smel was stifling, heady,
and cloying. They piled on the bed, fluttered near the window, and | could see the bathroom was full of
them, too.

Santino had sent blue flowers to Doreen. Great sprays and cascades of flowersin every shade of blue. |
gtill couldn't ook at irises or blue roses or cornflowers without shuddering.

"Dante?" Japhrimd definitely sounded aarmed now. He closed the door, then stepped aside, hislong
coat brushing hislegswith a soft sound. "My shidds areintact; only the house servants could have—"

"They were probably ddivered and brought up by the staff.” | sounded like I'd been punched in the
stomach. "L ook, | need to change. And pack my bag." | flattened my free hand againgt the door to brace
myself. "Can you get me out of here without Jace's shields reecting?'

"Of course," he sad, lifting one shoulder and dropping it. All things should be so easy, that shrug said.
"What isthis?' he asked. "Did your former lover perhaps—"

"Santino sent al hisvictimsflowers” | said numbly.
The demon illed, his eyesturning incandescent.

"Heknows," | continued. "He knows I'm here, and looking for him. And I'm a Necromance. He's picked
meashisnext victim."

"Dante—"

"That means | won't have to worry about finding him,” 1 said. "Hell find me." | laughed, but the sound
was gaspy, panicky. The world roared undernegth me, spinning carelesdy away, amost like adicboard

but my feet supping, dipping—

"Dante." He had me by the shoulders. " Stop. Breathe. Just breathe." Hisfingers bit in, and he shook me
dightly. My teeth clicked together. | tasted apples, and the sour smell of my own fear.

A whooping bresth tore between my lips. My left shoulder gave alivid crunching flare of pain, shocking
me back into mysdlf. | found myself shaking, my hands trembling, the demon's chin resting atop my head,
hissmdl enfolding me. His arms closed around me, the feverish heet of Hell flooding my entire body. |
was sneakingly grateful for it—I was cold, so cold my jaw clenched, my teeth chattered, and
goosebumps rose everywhere. He had my sword—had | dropped it or had he just taken it from my
numb fingers? That was three times held taken my blade. Was| redly getting doppy? When | was
younger, | never would have dropped my blade.

"Breathe," he murmured into my hair. "Simply breathe. | am with you, Dante. Breathe."

| rested my forehead againgt the oddly soft materid of his coat, filled my lungswith the musk smell of
demon. Alien. It steadied me. The lunatic urge to sob retreated.



"Cam," the demon sad. " Steady, Dante. Breathe.”

"I'm okay," | managed. "We haveto get out of here."

"Very wdl." But he didn't move, and neither did I.

"We haveto find aplaceto gay,” | said, "and | haveto... | haveto..."
"Leaveitto me" heanswered quietly.

"I've got to pack." | sounded steadier now. " Anubis et'her ka. Se ta'uk'fhet sa te vapu kuraph." The
familiar invocation bolstered me.

Hedidn't move until | did. | rocked back on my hedsand helet me go, hisarms diding free. Hisface
was blank, set, his eyes burning holes. The mark on my shoulder throbbed insstently. He held my sword
up, Slently, and | took it from hishand. "Thanks" | was shaky, but myself again.

Japhrimel nodded, watching me. | wasn't sure what he was looking for, but he examined my face asif the
Nine Canons were written there. Heat, a purely human heat, rose to my cheeks. "It ismy honor," he said
quietly. "1 swear to you on the waters of Lethe, Dante Vaentine, | will alow no harm to cometo you."

"Santino—" | began.
A swift snarl crossed hisface. | flinched.

"Wewill find away to kill him, you and I. Pack your bag, Dante. If you are determined to leave this
place, let usgo quickly." He sounded utterly cam, the kind of calm that could draw arazor through flesh
withonly adight smile

"Sounds like agood idea,” | managed. The flowers stirred. More thunder rumbled above the city, and a
dight cool breeze stole in through the open window, ruffling petas, swirling the cloying stench of dying
blooms against my face. | swayed in place. Japhrimel reached out, his golden fingers resting against my
cheek for amoment. The touch made my entire body glow with heet. " Japhrime—"

"Dante," hereplied, hisglowing eyesholding mine. "Hurry."
| did.

CHAPTER 30

The bodegawas deep in the stinking well of Nuevo Rio, asmall storefront marked with the universal
symbols of Power: signs from the Nine Canons spray-painted on the front step, a display window
showing smal mummified crocodiles nestled among grisgris bags and bottles of different holy weters, it
novenas crowding on the step, each keyed to ashimmer of Power. The smell of incense from the fuming
sticks placed near the door threatened to give me a headache, dong with the breathless sense of storm
approaching that hung over the city. | adjusted the strap over my shoulder, then rubbed a my dry, aching
eyes. Japhrimel leaned on the counter, bargaining with the babalawao in fluent Portogueso. The woman
had liquid dark eyes and a Shaman's thorn-spiked cruciform tattoo on her cheek; the cross shape and
thorns told me she was an Eclectic Shaman—rare herein Rio for anative to be an Eclectic. She eyed me
with agreat ded of interest, stroking her gaff at the sametime. The staff thrummed with Power, asdid
her tiny bodega, and | counted mysdlf lucky that | didn't have to fight her. Shewastall, and moved with a



quick ferret grace that warned me she was very dangerousindeed.

| was faintly surprised to find Japhrimel knew Portogueso, but | suppose | shouldn't have been. Demons
like languages as much asthey like technology, and have fiddled with both for along time.

Hefinally looked back over his shoulder a me. "Carmen sayswe're welcometo stay up over the shop,”
he said. "Come. Y ou heed rest.”

| shrugged. "How likely isit that well be tracked here?!

He showed histeeth. "Not likely at al," hereplied, and | didn't presshim for details. He probably
wouldn't give them anyway. " Sheis of the Hellesvront—our agents," he continued, immediately proving
mewrong.

"Y ou have agents? Hell has human agents?'
"Of course. Human and others."

Then why didn't they track down Santino? | decided not to ask. The bodegafelt like Abra's
store—dusty, old, the same smell of chilisand beef. Y et the babalawao wasn't like Abra—she was
powerful, true, but human. Only human. She swept her hair back over her shoulder and regarded me
coolly, her eyes moving over my disheveled hair, dusty swesat-stained clothes, and white-knuckled grip
on my katana. She asked one question, and Japhrimel shook his head. Hisinky hair lay still againgt his
skull. He didn't seem to sweset even in this malicious wet hest.

Hell was hotter, anyway.

The woman led usto the back of her store, sweeping aside a curtain woven into bright geometries that
writhed with Power. A narrow staircase threaded up into darkness.

Japhrimel touched the woman's forehead. She nodded, her brown skin moving under his hand, and
grinned & me, her teeth flashing sharp and white. " Gracias, filho," hesaid quietly.

"Denada," she said, and returned to perch on her barstool behind the glassed-in counter. Glass jars of
herbs twinkled behind her, and arack of novena candles threw back the gleam.

| climbed the creaking stairs, the demon's soundless step behind me. We reached alow, indifferently lit
hal, and asingledoor. | opened it, and found mysdlf looking at asmdl, plain bedroom. Aniron
mission-style bed with white sheets and a dun comforter, asingle chair by the empty fireplace, a
full-length mirror next to aflimsy door leading to the Nuevo Rio version of abathroom. | heaved asigh.
"I likethismuch better,” | said shakily.

"No doubt." Japhrimel crowded past meinto the room. It suddenly seemed far too small to contain him.
Thewindow looked out onto the street. | shut the door while he made one circuit of the walls, Power
blending seamlesdly to hide us. | dropped my bag on the bed, wishing I'd had room for more than one
change of clothes. It won't be the first hunt 1've finished dirty, I thought, and flipped open the
messenger bag'stop flap. | had to dig abit to retrieve my datpilot. "What's that?"

"I need contacts," | said, waiting while the plug-in and the H-DOC established alinkup with the
hand-held device. "Since we can't use Jace's, I'm going to have to look for anyone who has dua
warrantsin Saint City and in Nuevo Rio. That should give me aplaceto start. If nobody | know isin
town well haveto buy information, and that could get expensive.”

"What information are we pursuing, then?' he asked, finishing his circuit of the room and making abrief



gesturein front of the door. The whole building groaned alittle, sublimindly, and | fdt aflutter in my
stomach as the Power crested, ebbed. The room was now shielded—and if what | Saw was any
indication, also invishbleto prying eyes.

| took a deep breath. The medicinal effects of the brandy 1'd taken down were beginning to wear off. My
kneesfdt suspicioudy weak. "I need to know two things: first of dl, if Santino's running the Corvin
Family from behind. And second—" | tapped into the datpilot, setting the parametersfor the search, "I
need to know what Jace has been doing these past three years.”

CHAPTER 31

The next day was hot and breathless, thunder rumbling off and on, the light taking on aweird gray-green
cast. | spent most of the day trying to deep, sorawled on the small bed. Japhrimel dragged his chair up to
the side of the bed and watched me, his green eyesveiled. | didn't speak much. | dept thinly, tossing and
turning, waking with my katanastill clenched in my hands and the same muggy heet lying over the city.

And Japhrimel's green eyesresting on me, oddly dark. Glazed.

My mind kept worrying like adog with asingle bone, over and over again.
Jace. The Corvin Family. Jace. Santino.

Jace.

The afternoon was wending toward evening when | findly sat up on the bed, tired of retreading the same
menta ground. "Do you think he's betrayed me?' | asked, without even knowing | was going to open my
mouth.

"I don't know," the demon answered, after along, gill pause. Heroseto hisfeet like adark wave.
Demon-smell washed over me. He'd kept the window open, but the air was so close and till that the
fragrance clung to the room. ™Y ou need food."

"I'll befine. Theréshunting to do." | stretched, my back cracking as| arched, then | swung my legs of
the bed, came to my feet, and picked up my bag from thefloor. A few moments divested it of everything
| wouldn't need tonight—I piled extra clothes, the spare plasgun, and some other odds and ends on the
bed. Japhrimel watched expressionlesdy as| clumped over to the bathroom door, and was gtill watching
when | came out. | buckled on my holster, checked the plasgun, and did it in. Shrugged into my codt,
immediately starting to swest again. | finaly gave my hair ashort, vicious combing and braided it back.

"Do you think he's betrayed you?" he findly asked me when | checked the action on my main knives.

"It'slooking pretty fucking possble” | said. "If what Abratold meisany indication, he ran with the
Corvin Family even before he cameto Saint City. Y ou don't ever escape the Mob. And if Santino's
running the Corvins from behind, they might be running Jace—or he was using meto pressure them for
something. Or maybe just holding me until the Corvins reached a point in negotiationswith Santino..." |
trailed off. "It'svery possible.” | dipped my turquoise necklace on over my head, settled the pendant
between my breasts. Japhrimel didn't reply. | finaly settled my bag strap across my body. "What do you
think?" | asked him.

Hisjaw s&t. "Do you truly wish to know?"



| nodded. "'l do."

He shrugged, clasping his hands behind his back. "My opinion? He wants you far too badly to giveyou
up to thisFamily," hesaid. "All the same, it would befoolish to trust him."

"If he wants me so much, why did he leave me?"' | flared, then closed my eyes and took a deep breath.
"It ssemswe must discover this" he answered. "Do you carefor him, then?"

"l used to," | said, opening my eyes and looking down at my free hand, clenched in afist. "I'm not so sure

"Then do not decide yet," was his equable reply. But hisface was full of something dark. | didn't want to
know.

It was my turn to shrug. "Y ou have agentsin the city, you said.”
He nodded. "They are aready searching for information. Quietly, so asnot to alert our quarry.”

"That'sgood.” My conscience pricked me. But that was ridiculous. He was a demon. He wasn't human.
Hewasn't even closeto human. "Hey... you know, I..." Was| blushing? | was. Why?

| don't have time for this.

| gpproached him cautioudy, laid my hand on his shoulder. Hissmell closed around me, vaguely
comforting. "Thank you," | said, tilting my head back to ook up into hisface. "Redly. | redly... well,
thank you."

One corner of hismouth quirked up dightly. It was by far the most human expression | had ever seenon
him. "No thanks necessary,” he said quietly. "It ismy honor.”

"Do you redly think | can kill Santino?" | asked.
Hisface changed. "We have no choice, either way. | will do dl | can to protect you, Dante."

"Good enough.” | dropped my hand. "Let'sgo find our first contact.”

CHAPTER 32

The police net plug-in gave me a current map of the city and tag-locations of landmarks|oaded from my
dat-band to my datpilot; the DOC told me who wasin town. It wasn't too hard to find afamiliar face.
Whatever city Captain Jack wasinfesting, he aways hung out near the progtitutes.

We visited five bordellos before we hit paydirt. | scanned atwo-story building and brushed against
week, familiar shidding. After running into Captain Jack on four bounties, one of which had dmost cost
memy lifewhen he turned traitor and sold meto the crimind | was hunting, | could tell hisshielding even
through abuilding reeking of sex and desperation. It was an unpleasant skill. "Comewith me" | told the
demon, pushing through the crowd. "L ook dangerous. Don't kill anyone unless| do, okay?"

"Asyou like." He shadowed me as| crossed the street. We ended up on the doorstep, two Nuevo Rio
progtitutes eyeing us. They made no move to stop me as| strode past them. The heavies guarding the
door—two rippling masses of black-market augmentation—examined me, looked at the demon, and



stepped back.
It was kind of useful, having Japhrimel around.

Inside, the place was done in threadbare red velvet, waves of perfume and hash smoke, naked women
pressed againgt lace, offering their breasts and other things. One bronzed Nuevo Rio man, reclining onan
overdone mahogany and black satin couch with aguitar in his supple hands, plucked out amellow
tune—an accompaniment to the girls blandishments. Two customers, neither of them Jack, stared at me
with wide eyes. Seeing afully clothed woman carrying asword in aNuevo Rio borddlo must be ahuge
shock.

| scanned the room—no, the Captain was up on the second floor. It figured.

The madam came fluttering out in apink synthsilk robe, atal and heavily lipsticked woman, her thinning
hair padded out with horsehair. She carried about fifty extra pounds, and | felt the skin on my nape
prickle. The three whip scars on my back gave one remembrance of atwinge, then subsided as | took a
deep breath.

At least being a Necromance had saved me from being a sex worker.

She fired a chattering stream of Portogueso at us, and Japhrimel answered her with afew curt words.
She paled, and he held out two folded notes—Nuevo Rio paper. Currency for those without datbands.

She snatched the notes from his hand and leered at me. | turned my cheek so my emerald sparked at her,
and she dmost fell over backward in her haste to get away. If the Nuevo Rios were easier with Shamans
and demons and loa, they were even more frightened of Necromances. They had old legends here of the
spiritsthat walked in Deeth and the humans that could talk to them—while Shamans were mostly
acceptable, a Necromance definitely was not.

| took the gtairstwo at atime, following the pattern of ingtinct, intuition, and Power. A long hall, some
open doors with women standing in them, their usua catcals dying ontheir lipsas| cameinto sight; other
doors were closed, the reek of sex and hash inthe air thick enough to cut. | tapped in, shaping the Power
deftly, and by the time | smacked the door open and came face-to-face with ahalf-naked and
disgruntled Captain Jack | wasdl but humming with invisible force. Any more and I'd go nova. It aerted
him to my presence, of course, but by then it wastoo late for him.

"Hesu Christos—" he began, and | was on him, driving him to the floor, my sword within easy resch. |
had him in an armlock. Japhrimel hushed the naked, screaming girl on the bed by the simple expedient of
clapping ahand over her mouth. He dragged her to the door and tossed her out, then tossed afew more
Nuevo Rio notes after her. How much money does he have? | thought, and leaned into the armlock.

Captain Jack, weedy from hash overuse, hisribs standing out, still possessed agreat ded of wiry
drength. | was actively sweeting by the time he finished cursing and heaving, his sweat-dick skin diding
under my fingers. Hed gotten old. His dreadlocked brown hair was stresked with gray, bits of glittering
circuit-wire wrapped around dreads and twisted into runic shapes, dusty from the plank flooring. He
caled me something filthy. | got my kneein hisback and gpplied alittle pressure. He settled down allittle.

"What the motherfucking hell do you want?" he snarled. The demon, hisface expressonless, leaned
againgt the door, hisarmsfolded across his chest.

"What | alwayswant, Jack. To see your sweet face," | leaned over and purred in hisear. "Taking a
vacation from Saint City, pirate? I'm on alegitimate hunt and you've got warrants. If you don't want your
ass hauled in and cored in aNuevo Rio prison, you might want to consider being alittle more polite.”



"Bitch,” he hissed. Hislong thin nose pressed into the dusty planks; spittle formed on histhin lips. Hed
pawned his golden earring, | saw it was missing. The tattoos on his shoulderblades—twin dragons, with
no significance or Power—writhed on his skin. He was a bottom-feeder, with only enough ps to avoid
being taken into wage davery, not enough to qudify for atrade or even as abreeder. "Whafuck? Don't
got nothing onyou, | ain't seen you in years—"

"It'snot me I'm asking about,” | said quietly. "I want to know why Jace Monroe blew into town three
years ago. Give, Jack, or I'll break your fucking arm and haul you in, | swear | will."

He believed me. "Chrigtos,” he moaned. "All | know's Jace was in the Corvins. .. bought himsdf out six
months ago, foughta running street war with them. He's... big man now, lots of credit and amean
network. On the way to becoming aFamily himsdlf, he'sfiled... agh, lay off—for incorporation.”

"Sekhmet sa'es,” | breathed. "And? Why did he come here? There must be rumors.”

"Corvins made him aded: Either he comein or they ice some bitch he was seeing. Lay off, willya?
Y ou're bregkin my fuckin arm!™

"I'll break more than that if you keep whining. Who's he working for now?"

"Y ou! Goddammit, woman, hesworking for you! That'stheword! Let up alittle, come on, Vaentine,
don't!"

"Quit your bitching. Who's leaning on the Corvinsto put my assin ablender? Huh? Who?"

"Some big dude!" Jack moaned, hiseyesrolling. "Don't know! Five million credit and aclean datefor
bringing you in. Whole city'slookin' for you—"

"That makes you the lucky one, doesn't it." | eased up alittle on the pressure. 'Y ou must have heard
rumors, Jack. Who's pushing the Corvins?'

"Same as dways, the big dick Corvin. Jace wastheir front man in Saint City, man. Goddammit, lay off!"
"Jace wasthdr front man three years ago?' That was something | hadn't guessed.

"Hell, he's been working for them hiswholelife! Ran off about six years ago, worked mercenary, they let
him go for awhile and then sank their hooksin good when he started seein’ some bitch up Saint City
way. | ain't been back there for five goddamn years, Vaentine, | don't know who he was screwin' up
there! Lucaswill know, go bother him!™

That was unexpected news. "L ucas Villalobos? He'sin town? Where?'

"Man, do | look like afuckin' vid directory?"

| shoved. He screamed, the sound of arabhbit caught in atrap.

"Las Vigrasas! He hangsout at Las Vigrasas on Puertain Viadrid, goddammit, motherfuck—"

| looked up a the demon. He nodded dightly, understanding. It sounded like Jack wastdlling the truth.

| gained my feet, scooping my sword up; watched Captain Jack struggle up to hands and knees, then
haul himsdlf into asitting position, facing me. "Hesu Christos" he moaned. "L ook at thismess. Y ou used
tobesuchanicegirl, Vaentine"

"Yeah, | had to grow up. Sucks, doesn't it." My lip curled. "Thanksfor your time and trouble, Captain.”



"Fuck you," he spat, his watery brown eyes rabbiting over to the demon and hating, wide as credit discs.
He crossed himsdf—forehead, chest, |eft shoulder, right shoulder—while | watched, fascinated. I'd
never seen Captain get religious before. " Nominae Patri, et Filii, et Spiritu Sancti—"

Does he think Japhrimel's going to disappear in a puff of brimstone? | thought, feding asardonic
smiletilt one corner of my mouth. "I never knew you were aNovo Chrigter, Jack. | thought fucking so
many progtitutes would have made you irreligious.

He kept babbling his prayer. | sighed, backed up afew steps, eased for the door. It wasn't wise to turn
your back on Captain Jack.

| made it to the door before he broke off long enough to glare at me. "1 hate you, Vaentine," he hissed.
"One of these days—"

Japhrimel tensed. His eyesflared. | reached behind me for the doorknob. "Promises, promises,” | said,
twisting the knob and opening the door. "If you go running to Monroe, tell him held better pray his path
doesn't crossmine."

"They'll catch you!" Jack screamed. "The whole city'slookin' for you!"
"Good luck to them," | said, and ducked out of the room. Japhrimel followed me.

"Shal | kill him?" he asked quietly aswe made our way down the hall. The entire bordello was silent,
waiting. "He threatened you."

"Leave him done. He hates me for agood reason.”
"What would that be?"

"I killed hiswife," | said, checking the tairs. Looked safe enough. "Come on. Let'sgo find Lucas." My
jaw set, and fortunately, Japhrimel didn't ask me anything else.

CHAPTER 33

LasVigrasaswasabar. The street it crouched on lay under adrift of trash, furtive shadows diding from
place to place, danger soaking the air. | shivered, peering at the front of the bar from our safe place
across the street. Japhrime had suggested watching the place for afew minutes, and I'd concurred.

| scanned the place carefully. No real Power here, thiswas a blindhead bar. 1t was asking for trouble,
walking in there. Some places weren't very hospitableto psis.

A londy sgnwith apeding L's Vig asa painted on it snvung dightly in the freshening breeze. The air was
S0 muggy, even the breeze didn't help much. Bullet holes and plasgun scorches festooned the buildings.

| took adeep breath. "What do you think?" | asked him.

| can't believe I'm asking a demon his opinion, | thought. What the hell is wrong with me? Then
again, he's my best backup, at least until | find this Egg thingie.

"| think thisisadangerous place,” he said softly. "1 would ask you to be careful, but—"

"I'll be careful," | said. "Look, don't hesitate in there. Y ou see someone go for me, take them down.”



"Kill them?'

"If necessary.” | paused. "I trust your judgment.”

His eyes sparked briefly, turning bright laser-green, and then just as swiftly darkened. "Y ou do?"
"l guess s0," | answered. "Y ou haven't let me down yet."

He didn't answer, but his eyes held minefor along moment.

| finally eased out of the shadows and crossed the street, skirting mounds of rubble and trash. | didn't
have to |ook—Japhrimel seemed melded to my shadow. Three stepsled up to Las Vigrasass swinging
door; | heard rollicking shouts from behind it, a barrelhouse piano going. | pushed the door open,
grimacing inwardly at thefedl of greasy wood against my fingers. A roil of smell pushed out—alcohoal,
vomit, cigarette smoke, the stench of an untended lavatory, unwashed men.

Eau de Nuevo Rio bar, | thought. | wish Gabe was here.

That artled me. | wasn't used to hunting with anyone in tow, but it had been nice to have Gabe around.
At least she was honest—or | hoped so. Then again, she had suggested staying with Jace, and contacted
him.

It truly sucks to doubt your friends when you only have one or two of them, | redized.

| strode into the bar, Japhrimel behind me. Cigarette smoke hazed the air. The dark and sudden quiet
that fell over the raucous drunken pit warned me. Oh, what the hell, | thought. In for a penny, in for a
motherfucking pound. My emerald spat, sizzled, agreen spark drifting down to the floor.

A long bar crouched on the left Side of the room, tables and chairs scattered to my right. | stepped down,
my boots making quiet sounds against the wood of the stairs and then amuffled deadened sound as |
stepped onto the oiled sawdust.

Dark eyeswatched me. Severd Nuevo Rios, lean tanned men in clothes very much like mine, plasguns
and old-time projectile guns openly displayed. There was asmattering of Anglos—I scanned the bar
once, and found afamiliar douched set of shoulders. Lucas stood with his back to the door, leaning
againg the bar.

| knew better than to think he didn't know who had just comein from the cold.

| made it two steps across the sawdust before the bartender spat something in Portogueso, along
deadly-looking shotgun in his brown hands. He wore astained apron and a sweat-darkened white shirt,
oddly luminescent in the gloom.

Japhrimel said something in reply, and the air temperature dropped by at least ten degrees. Nobody
moved, but there was agenera sense of men leaning back. | waited, eyeing the bartender, my periphera
vison marking everyonein the room. Lucas wore a Trade Bargains microfiber shirt, like me; run-down
jeans and worn engineer boots. But he also wore abandolier, oiled supple leather againgt his shirt; his
greasy hair lay lank againgt his shoulders.

The bartender spoke again, but his voice quivered dightly. | watched the shotgun.

Japhrimel said nothing, but the air pressure changed. | felt like awoman holding a plasgun over abarre
of reactive—my pulse ran tight and hot behind my wrists and throat, my nape tingling, my skin bathed
with Power.



Five secondsticked by. Then the bartender dropped his shotgun on the bar. The wood and metal
clatered. | tensed, bile whipping my throat. Do all these places have to smell so bad?1 thought, and
then, If | didn't have Japhrimel with me, someone would have tried to kill me by now.

It was awful handy, having ademon around.

The bartender raised his hands, backing away from the shotgun. His pupils dilated, the color draining
from hisface. Pasty and trembling, he dumped againgt the fly-spotted mirror sporting shelves of dusty
bottles. Glass chattered.

| pantomimed ayawn, patting my lipswith the back of my hand. My ringsflashed. | walked acrossthe
sawdugt, skirting atable where three men had a card game set out. | glanced down at the table—poker.
Of course. A pile of metd bitslay in the middle of the table. One of the men caught my eyesand
hurriedly looked down at his cards.

| made it to where Lucas leaned against the bar. A glassfull of amber liquid sat at his elbow.

"Vaenting" he said, not turning around. His voice was awhisper, the same whispered tone
Necromances affected after awhile. It made me shudder to hear. "Thought you'd come looking for me."

"l hate being predictable,” | said carefully. "' want information.”

"Of course you do. And I'm the only honest fucker you can find in thistown that won't sell you." He
shrugged, one shoulder lifting, dipping. "What you paying?"

"What you want?' | kept my katana between us.

"Theusud, chica. You got it?" His shoulders tensed.

"Of course, Lucas. | wouldn't come here otherwise.”

Letting you walk inside my mind isn't a price | want to pay, but | have no choice.

He turned around then, dowly, and | took a step back. Japhrimel's fingers closed around my shoulders,
and | found mysalf with the demon plastered to my back, my sheathed katana raised to be abar between
me and Lucas Villaobos.

Hewasfiveinchestdler than me, compact with muscle, hislank hair hanging over apale, wasted face.
Hiseyesglittered dmog-yelow in the uncertain light.

The scar ran down hisleft cheek, ariver of ruined skin. Was that where his tattoo had been burned
away?| didn't know, he never told. | gulped. Lucaswasalot older than he looked; something in the
hooded twinkle of his eyes and the dmost-dack set of his mouth made that age visible. He wouldn't die,
though. Y ou could gut him, dit histhroat, burn him aive, but hewouldn't die.

Death had turned Hisface from Lucas Villdobos. Nobody knew why, and it was worth your lifeto ask.

"Y ou want to know about Jace Monroe," he whispered. Hissmell, dry as a stasis cabinet, brushed
aganst my nose.

| preferred the stink of the bar. Power pushed at L ucas would smply be shunted aside; he didn't cast
spdls. No, he merely killed; hired himsalf out for protection work and assassinations. It was expensve to
have the Deathless on your sde—but worthit, I'd been told.

| never wanted to find out. Even going to him for information scared me. Thiswas our third time meeting,



and | sincerely hoped as| did every timethat it was our last.

Nobody esein the bar spoke. Japhrimel was tense behind me, heat blurring through my clothes. The
smoky smell of demon began to drown out every other scent in the bar—and for that, | was grateful. My
mouth tasted like cotton—and bile.

"Tel me" | sad smply.

He shrugged. "Not much to tell. He was born into the Corvins, | think. Far as| know, he's Deke
Corvin'syoungest son. Word is, he planned his escape for along time, hoofed out to Saint City, and
started doing mercenary work. Then something happened he didn't count on." Lucas shrugged, picked
up hisglass. Drained it, his Adam's apple working. "ldiot fel in love with agirl. Old man Sargon moved
infor thekill, fouled up ajob of hers, then let Jace know that if he didn't come back and fly right, hed
take out a contract on the girl. Jace caved, came home like agood little boy." Lucassyelow eyes
mocked me. "Stupid bitch didn't even bother coming out to Nuevo Rio to find out what had happened.”

"I'm sure she had her reasons,”" | said, matching his quiet tone. Our words dropped into the profound
dlence of the bar like gonesinto apond. "Whao's running the Corvin Family from behind, Lucas?'

"Nobody | know of," he whispered, setting his empty glass down with finicky precison. "Sargon runsthe
Corvins, with an iron fist. Jace just bought himsdlf free legally—and extralegdly, the streets are il
bleeding from his nightside war with the Corvins. He'sincorporated under aMaob license of hisown.
Surprised?’

"Not redlly,” | said. "Once Mob, dways Mob. Who'slooking for me, Lucas?"

"Whole damn city," Lucasreturned. "Y ou're worth hard cash, good credit, and a clean date to severa
interested parties. Jace is combing the sinks for you and your pet demon there. Boy's got ared hard-on
for you."

"I'm sureit will pass” | said. "Give me something red, Lucas.”

"I don't have anything se," he said. " Someone wants you aive and unharmed. Every bounty hunter
worth acredit is pouring into the city. Y ou can't hide forever.”

"| don't want to hidg," | said. "I'm after Santino."

If I'd thought the place was quiet before, it went absolutdly still now. Nobody was even bresthing once |
spoke that name.

Lucas went even paer. "Then you're on the track to suicide," he whispered. "Take my advice, Vdentine.
Run. Run asfast asyou can, for aslong as you can. Steal whatever bit of life you can. Y ou're aready
dead.”

"Not yet I'mnot," | said. "Y ou can tell whoever you like. I'm gunning for Santino, and I'm going to take
him down."

L ucas made an odd wheezing sound. It took me a moment to realize he was laughing. Cold swegt broke
out on my back.

Lucasfinaly wiped tears away from his hooded yellow eyes and regarded me. "Y ou can't kill that fucker,
Vaentine. Not fromwhat I've heard,” he said. "Now get out of here. | don't want you near me."

"What about payment?' My fingerstightened on my katana



"Don't want it. Get the fuck away from me before | decide to take you in mysdlf.”
"Good luck," | said dryly. "I don't want any debt to you, Lucas.”

"I'll seeyou in Hell, Vaentine. Get the fuck out of here, now." His eyes did up, regarded the demon. "Go
out and diewd|."

| didn't wait to betold twice. | backed up, cautioudy, Japhrime moving with me, oddly intimate. Then he
did to the side, and | turned around. He walked behind me as| retraced my steps. | looked back over
my shoulder once, when | reached the stairs, and saw L ucas pouring into his glass from a bottle of
tequila Hefilled it to the brim, then lifted the bottle to his lips and took two long gulps, not stopping for
breath. He looked shaken. Now | had officialy seen everything.

CHAPTER 34

The stink of the street outside was almost fresh after the close, reeking air of the bar. | filled my lungs,
walking quickly, Japhrimel matching me step for step. He didn't speak, and neither did I. Wereached a
dightly better-lit part of town. He touched my shoulder and pointed out a smal restaurant; | didn't demur.

It was alittle hole-in-the-wall cantina, and | ordered two shots of tequilato start off with. The waitress
eyed me, nervoudy touching the grisgris bag around her neck. | didn't care anymore. Finaly shetook
Japhrimd's money and hurried off.

| sank back into the cracked red vinyl booth, then leaned forward and rested my forehead on the table,
trembling. Thunder muttered in the far distance.

"Dante." Hisvoicewascam. | could fed hiseyeson me.
"Givemeaminute," | said, my words muffled.
Hedid.

| took in deep ragged bregaths, trying to force my heart to stop pounding. Jace was a Corvin. Hed never
told me—and I'd never guessed. Not even when Abra had told me Jace was Mob had | guessed he was
ablood Corvin.

The second-to-last job I'd gone on before he left—that had been the Morrix fiasco. 1'd barely escaped
aive. I'd told Jace about it and held been worried, of course—any time your lover gets shot during a
routine corporate-espionage, you can legitimately get worried—but he must have had a better poker face
than even I'd guessed. He had lied to me about his origins, and I'd swalowed it like thefool | was.

And Lucas turning down payment was unheard-of. Whatever he knew about Santino, he wasn't going to
tell—and he considered me aready dead.

| was serioudy beginning to wonder if he might beright. | was Santino's next victim.
And Jace might be working for the demon who haunted my nightmares.

The waitress brought the tequila. Japhrimel murmured to her, and | heard the rustle of more money
exchanging hands. | wish I'd learned Portogueso, | thought, and dowly sat up. | took the first shot of
tequilaand tossed it back, hoping the alcohol would kill any germs on the dirty shotglass. Fire exploded



inmy stomach and | coughed dightly, my eyeswatering.

Japhrimel sat bolt upright on the other side of the booth. | watched the front window of the restaurant for
alittle while—wed taken a booth in the back, of course, so | could have my back to the wall. The water
from the tequila-burn rolled down my cheeks; | scraped it off with the flat of one hand, keeping my
katana under the table.

He examined me closdly. | contemplated the second shot of tequila.

Findly, he reached over and took the shot glassin hisgolden fingers. He lifted it to hislips and poured it
down, then blinked.

"That," he pronounced, "is unutterably foul "

| coughed dightly, and giggled. The sound was high-pitched, tired, and more panicked than | liked. "
thought demonsliked liquor,” | said. The dick plastic tabletop glowed under the high-intengity
fluorescents set in the plasted lamps hanging from chains, made to look like old-fashioned lamps.

"That seemsto be something other than liquor,” he replied.

| took in ashaky breath. The banter helped. "Do you have any ideas?’ | asked him. "Because I've got to
tell you, I'mfresh out.”

He nodded, the light running over hisinky hair and even face. "There might be something..." Hetralled
off, closed his eyes briefly. Then he looked at me. "I've ordered food. Y ou must take better care of
yoursdf, Dante."

"Why?" Another jagged laugh escaped me. "I have it on good authority I'm not going to live long enough
to have it matter. Everyone kegpstdling melI'mgoingtodie” Including that little voice that happens
to be my better sense, | added silently. | held up afinger. "I'm Santino's next victim." Another finger.
"The Corvins want me unharmed, presumably for ddivery to an interested party.” | held up athird finger.
"JaceisaCorvin. A blood Corvin. What does this add up to? Me being fucked, that'swhat it adds up
to. Santino'sa demon. If you cantt kill him, what chance do | have?'

Japhrimel looked down at the table. He said nothing.

"Lucifer'ssest meuptodie, hasnt he?' | said it quietly. "Therésnoway | can kill Santino. I'm supposed
to distract Santino while you get the Egg. And when | die, it's too bad, so sad, but she wasonly a
human after all." My fingers ached, gripping my katanas sheeth. "Tell meif I'm wrong, Tierce

Jphrimd.”

He placed hishandsflat on thetable. "Y ourewrong,”" he said quietly. "The Prince believes you can kil
him. Y ou did survive him once, after dl. And now you have me, not a human sedayeen, watching over
you. | may not be ableto kill him mysdlf, but | can help you—and keep you dive and free long enough to
kill him. And once we recover the Egg, | will befree." Hiseyes swung up, found mine. "Free, Dante. Do
you know what that means? That means| can do as| please, no commands from the Prince, no shackle
to my duty. Free!"

His eyes blazed, his mouth turning down in agrimace. | watched, fascinated, dmost forgetting my sword.
It was the most emotion I'd ever seen from him.

| swallowed dryly. I'd never heard of afree demon before. Lucifer must be desperate to drag me out of
my house and offer ademon like Japhrimel complete freedom. "What would you do if you were free?'



He closed his mouth, dropped his eyes again. There was along pause before he shrugged. "1 do not
know. | have an idea, but... so much may change, between now and then. | have learned not to hope for
much, Dante. It has been my only true lesson.”

| took thisin. | was beginning to fed more like mysdlf now. "All right,” | said. "Y ou haven't led mewrong
so far. So what'sthisidea of yours?'

"Ea firg," hesaid. "Then I'll tell you."

| tapped my lacquered nails on the tabletop. "Okay." | checked the front window again, nervousfor no
discernible reason. "So what did you order?"

"Arroz con polio. | antold it's quite good.” He didn't move, handsflat on the tabletop, eyes down,
shoulders straight asaruler. Hisblack coat and inky hair drank in the light, oddly glossy under the
fluorescents. "Doesit surprise you, that he would not tell you hisHight and clan?'

| shrugged. "1 never would have dated him if I'd known," | admitted. "But till."
"Indeed." He waited for afew heartbeats. "He went back to his clan to protect you, it seems.”

"He could have told me. Left anote. Something. Look, | don't want to talk about this. Can we pick
another subject?’

He nodded, hisleft hand suddenly moving, tracing aglyph on the tabletop. | watched for afew moments,
then looked at hisface, sudying the arc of his cheekbone, hislashesveiling his eyes, the curve of his
lower lip. "I have athought,” he said.

"Lay itonme." | tapped my fingernails on the plastic. My rings were quiescent, dark.

"Sargon Corvin," Japhrime paused, traced the glyph again. "In the name-language of demons, sargon
means 'bleeder’ or 'despoiler.” Helooked up again. Thistime hiseyeswere dark, and | felt my pulse
gart to hammer again. Helooked thoughtful. " So does Vardimal .

It was near dawn as we headed back for Carmen's bodega. Japhrimel was right, the world started to
look alittlelessgrim once | had some food in me to bal ance out nerves—and the tequila.

Nuevo Rio was hushed, the night people streaming toward bed and the day people not yet awvake. That
meant that the crowds had thinned out, and there was less cover for an Anglo Necromancetrailed by a
demon. | was alittle more sanguine now, though. After dl, I had ademon on my side.

And | was beginning to think he was trustworthy.

We turned the corner onto along, empty street with boarded-up windows, Japhrimel pacing next to me,
his hands clasped behind his back. | carried my katana alittle more easily than | had before, sinceit
didn't seem likely that I'd need it in the next few minutes.

"So what'sthis grand idea of yours?' | asked, checking the sky. Pale pearly dawn was beginning to filter
through the lowering clouds, and the breathlessness of an gpproaching storm had intensified, if that were
possible. | longed for rain, for lightning, for anything to breek thistension. | hate muggy westher.

"Youmay not likeit," he said, his head down and his hands clasped behind his back.

"Doesit give me abetter chance of killing Santino?' | asked, checking the street again. My nape
prickled. Nerves, probably. It had been ahell of anight.



"It does. Yet..." Jgphrimel trailed off again. ™Y ou do not trust me, Dante.”

| shrugged. "1 don't trust anyone, not until proven.” That sounded rude, and | sighed. ™Y ou're okay, you
know. But my jury'still out until you tell methisidea

"Very wel," he said. But he didn't explain—instead, he glanced up at the sky too, then down a me.
"I'mwaiting," | reminded him.

"l would wish to giveyou agift," he said, dowly, asif he was choosing hiswords carefully. " A piece of
my Power. It will make you stronger, faster... less easy to damage.”

| thought it over, skirting apuddie of aily liquid. The pavement here was cracked and dangerous, small
snkholes yawning everywhere. My neck prickled again. | wastoo nervous. Too strung-out. | needed
deep, or afight... or something dse entirdy. "What'sthe catch?' | said findly.

"l am not sure you would wish to betied to me so closdly,” he answered. "And the processis... difficult,
for humans. Painful."

| absorbed this. "Y ou would... what, make meinto ademon?’

"Not ademon. My hedaira.”

"I've never heard of that."

"It'snot spoken of," hesaid. "It... ah, it requiresa... ah, aphysica bond..."

Wasthat embarrassment in hisvoice? Another firg, the first time I'd heard ademon groping for words.
"Y ou mean like Tantrik; like sex magick?" | ventured, feeling my cheeks heat up. I'm blushing. Anubis
guard me, I'm blushing.

"Very smilar,” heagreed, sounding relieved.

"Oh." I mulled this over, stepping over another puddle. Gooseflesh raised on my back, a chill bresth on
my sweating skin.

Why am | so nervous?

| opened my mouth to say something when Japhrimel froze between one step and the next. | halted, too,
closed my eyes, and sent my senses out, winging through the predawn hush.

Nothing. Nothing but the demon next to me, and the persistent static of city Power—
—and asmdl like cold midnight and ice.

My entire body went cold, my nipples drawing up hard as pebbles, my breath catching.
"Dante" Jephrimd said quietly. "Run.”

"Noway," | whispered. "If he'shere—"

"Do not befoolish,” he whispered fiercdly, catching my arm and shoving me. " Run!" His handsflickered,
came up full of slver guns.

My katana whispered free of its sheath, metd running with blue light and Power, runestwisting dong its
surface.



And then al hell brokeloose. I'd like to say | was of some use once the fighting broke out, but the only
thing | remember was a huge stunning impact throwing meto the ground, my katana till clenched inmy
hand, and Japhrime'sroar of furious agony. Plasgun bolt, | thought, | didn't expect a plasgun bolt
from a demon. And darkness swallowed me whole.

CHAPTER 35

Cold.

After the heat of Nuevo Rio, the cold crept into my bones and twisted hard. | moaned, trying to lift my
head. My left shoulder burned mercilesdy, my right wrist clasped in something hard and chill. Stone
under my fingertips.

It took awhile before | could open my eyes. When | did, the darkness didn't change. Either | was blind,
or locked in aplace with no light.

Both were equally possible.

For afew vertiginous minutes after | woke up, | couldn't even remember my own name. Thenit al came
flooding back.

Pasgun. I'd been hit with aplasgun bolt, set on stun. That explained the temporary blindness—if | was
blind—and the way my entire body felt asif it had been ripped agpart and put back together wrong. A
plasgun charge was the worst thing for psionics; it drained and screwed up Power meridians, aswell as
giving ahdll of aheadache.

| moved dightly, and the sound of metal dragging over sonereached my ears.
Chained. | was chained to the stone. A metal cuff clasped my wrist.

| took in adeep ragged breath, moaned again. Y anked on the chain. | was underground, | could tell |
was underground, in the dark. My rings scraped stone as | pulled on the chain, metal clanking, another
moan echoing againg thewalls.

Sop it, acold, cdm voice intruded on my panic. Get hold of yourself. You're not dead yet, so look
around. Use that famous wit of yours, Danny, and try to figure out why you haven't been killed
yet.

Santino. He'd been there. Had he snatched me? If so, | had to think, | had to.

| shut my eyes again. The squirming worm of panic under my breastbone started to grow. | had to pee,
and the darkness was absol ute, and the cold |eaching into my bones made me shiver, like the cold of
bringing aghost back.

Anubis et'her ka. Seta'uk'fhet sa te vapu kuraph. Anubis et'her ka. Anubis, Lord of the Dead,
Faithful Companion, protect me, for | am Your child. Protect me, Anubis, weigh my heart upon
the scales, watch over me, Lord, for I am Your child. Do not let evil distress me, but turn Your
fierceness upon my enemies—

Light bloomed, afaint blue glow. | hitched in a shuddering breath. My eyes popped open.



My rings were dead and dark. The glow came from my katana, lying on the other side of the stone cube
with my bag and my coat, thrown in a heap. My plasgun was gone; so was the katana's scabbard. Oh,
thank you, | thought. Thank you, Lord. Thank you.

A faint heat bloomed insde my chest. My shoulder ached fiercely, asif ahot poker was being drilled into
the flesh. What had happened to Japhrimel ?

And why leave me my sword? | was deadly with edged metal.

Then again, Santino had faced me down with a sword before and won; he'd taken the plasgun, which
wasthe only thing faster than ademon. Santino might not fear me even if | had my other weapons.

Let's hope that's his first mistake.

| was trapped in afeatureless stone cell with adrain in one corner. A faint sour smell came up from the
drain. | wriggled acrossthe floor, not trusting my legsyet.

The chain fetched me up short. | wriggled around, stretching, but the katanawas still agood six inches
away and | couldn't twist any other part of my body near enough due to the narrowness of the cell. |
findly settled on my stomach, staring at the katanas hilt.

| wasdrained. | had not even an erg of Power left. Taking a plasgun bolt will do that, scramble and drain
your Power meridians. I'd either have to walit for arecharge, or...

| stretched out my left hand. My shoulder burned. The faint blue glow helped immensaly, even though |
could see no way out of the cube. Don't worry, | told mysdlf, if there'sa way in, there's a way out.

| lay on my back, my left hand out and reaching, stilled mysdlf. Anubis, | prayed, You have shown me
Your favor. Give me my weapon, please. Don't et me die chained like an animal. Please, my Lord,
help me, for | have served You faithfully—

| strained, every muscle sSinging in agony, my heart speeding up, my breathing risng. The blue glow
Stuttered.

| inhaled, waiting for the space insde me where the god lived to open.

—Dblue crystal pillars, a flash of light, the god's face, turning away from me. My emerald, flashing,
a song of creaking agony.

My katanas hilt dammed into my pam. | gasped, shocked heart and lungs struggling to function—the
body needed Power to survive; to drain myself so completely was dangerous, my heart and lungs could
stop and tip me into Death's embrace.

When | regained consciousness, | had my katanain hand. The Power vibrating in the blade trickled into
me. It helped.

In the glow from my blade, | examined the cuff around my wrist. It took a moment to snag the blade on
the strap of my bag, and then once | had my bag | dug in to find my lockpicks. They were there—I said
adlent prayer of thanksgiving while | worked on the ancient lock. It took awhile, and onefit of
whispered cursing a my numb fingers, but | finally tickled the lock open.

Wearing my coat hel ped with the chill. | settled my bag under the coat, against my hip, and held my
katana.



There, | thought, that's definitely better .

| took afew momentsto lean against the wall and breathe. The stone cube was windowless, doorless,
with nothing but the drain in one corner. There was no Power in the walsthat | could sense, but when |
closed my eyes and felt around me | discovered two things—that | was ill in Nuevo Rio, because the
Power here tasted like ashes and tamales and blood, and that there was a dead spot on onewall, where
the stone didn't resonate like stone should.

First thingsfirgt. | relieved mysdlf into the drain, wishing I'd packed sometoilet paper in the bag. Really, |
scolded mysdlf, you should have known that you'd end up in a stone dungeon with no facilities.
That's how these things always end up, isn't it? Who kidnapped me? If it's Santino, why am | not
dead? And why in the name of the gods did he leave me my sword?

Then | zipped myself up and walked over to the dead spot. The ceiling gave me only about an inch of
clearance; if 1'd been any taller | would have had to hunch.

| had enough Power now to reach out and tap into the city'swel again, thankful 1'd had achanceto
acclimate. Being locked in this cell with backlash would not have been good.

With the tapline secure and my throbbing headache easing as the Power soaked back into me, | touched
the dead spot on thewall. It appeared to be stone to my fingers.

| stared at the stone, and my left shoulder gave acrunching flare of pain. | trandferred my katanato my
left hand, blade-down so the glow from the sted would give me light, and reached up with my right,
diding my hand under my shirt. The ridged loops of scar pulsed under my fingers. Heet flooded me.

| saw, asif through a sheet of rippling glass, the city undernesth me. Fire bloomed in severa different
places, and my right hand was up, clinging to something rough. Rain lashed down, unable to quench the
fires, and there was an incredible noise. Then the world rushed up to meet me, boots thudding into
pavement, and someone's oft throat gave under my iron fingers.

"If sheisharmed,” | heard Jgphrimel growl, "I will kill all in my path, | promise you this."

| woke up lying curled on the stone floor, my katana's hilt pressed to my forehead. | would have anice
goose-egg on my temple from hitting the floor. The tapline resounded asiif plucked like aguitar string. "l
gotta stop passing out,” | moaned, tasting blood. I'd bitten theinsde of my cheek. "I'll never get out of
here"

Thetingle of Power told me I'd been down for about haf an hour. That doesn't tell me anything, |
thought, who knows how long I've really been down here? Hunger twisted my stomach.

| settled down cross-legged in front of the dead spot, taring at it. The lack of Power heretold me
something was here, and chances were it was an entrance.

| started to breathe, deep circular breaths. Opened the tapline as far as my aching head would alow,
soaking up the Power of the city like asponge. Three-quarters of the influx went into my rings, they
darted to sparkle against my fingers. The other quarter | used to start fashioning aglyph of the Nine
Canons—Gehraisz, one of the Greater Glyphs of Opening.

If it didn't blast the door off its fucking hinges, at least it might blow away some of the shell of illusion over
the door and give me something to work with. | waited, building the glyph carefully, the faint glow from
my katanafading to adim foxfire glow.

It took along timefor my ringsto come back to life, meaning that my Power meridians were settling



back into normd. Then dl the available Power went into the glyph. It started to pulse, folding up inthe air
and glowing afierce slvery-white. Looped and spun, three-dimensiona, and | drew it back. Like an
arrow, like acobracoiling itsdlf to strike.

| waited, humming the low note the glyph was keyed to, a the very bottom of my range. | juggled the
glyph, forcing an overflow line down into the floor of the cell. If the glyph rebounded or the door was
trapped, | didn't want the backlash. L et the stone take it.

There was an endless moment of suspension, everything paused, the world stopped like aholovid ill,
and then the glyph released, hurling itsdlf toward the dead spot in the wall.

A brilliant flash of light seared my eyes, and my left shoulder sent abolt of hot pain through me. When |
finished shaking my head to clear it, | saw it had worked.

An ironbound door with a handle and akeyhole stood in front of me. | let out along satisfied bresth.

"Okay," | whispered, hauling mysdlf to my feet. My left leg had goneto deep, and | shifted back and
forth, gasping asthe pins and needles bit my flesh. "Looks like I'm back in the game."

CHAPTER 36

What felt like an hour but was probably only fifteen minutes|ater, | pushed the door cautioudy open, my
katana held ready. Stairs hacked out of stone rose up in front of me, and | sighed. Of course not. It
couldn't be easy, could it?I climbed cautioudy, my shaking legs protesting, my back on fire, my
shoulders tense as bridge cables and my glutes singing asong of agony.

| reached the top of 174 stairs and found another door. This one was more resistant to my lockpicking
kills, and | was beginning to gasp with panic, imagining being trapped underground, when it findly
yielded. It creaked open, dowly, and revedled the very last thing | expected.

A large high-ceilinged room done in white. White marble floor, alarge white bed with mosguito netting
draped over it, afireplace made of the same white marble. A white leather chair crouched in front of the
empty fireplace, and awhite rug lay on the floor at the bed'sfoot. | had to look twice before | recognized
it asapolar bear's pelt. My gorge rose. | pushed it back down.

Thetal French doors across the room were open, and the filmy white curtains fluttered on a sultry
breeze. | heard the sound of falling rain, smelled oranges.

Out. Get out. Get out of here.
| madeit hafway to the windows before he spoke.

"Impressive, Ms. Vdentine. Lucifer'sfaith in you iswell-placed, | expected another six hours before you
came through that door. | hope your temper has calmed.”

Hisvoice was chill, high-pitched, and soaked with murderous Power. And then | smelled it—ice and
blood, blind white maggots churning in acorpse, the smell that had soaked my nightmaresfor five long
years.

| turned, my sword held ready. Bluefire ran along the blade, dripped on the floor. Gooseflesh roared
over my body.



Get down, Doreen. Get down—
Game over.

He stood by the fireplace, one long hand on the back of the chair, the black teardrops over hiseyes
swalowing the pale marble light. He wore awhite linen suit, cut loose and tropica on histhin demon's
frame. His ears poked up through afrayed mat of dark hair, coming to sharp points. My hand shook, but
the katana stayed steady. My spare knife did out from its hidden sheath in my coat, reversed itself along
my forearm.

"Santino,” | whispered.

"Thevery same," he answered, bowing dightly. "And you, my beauty, are Danny Vdentine. | knew I'd
meet you again.”

"I'm going to kill you," I whispered.

"Certainly you want to," hereplied. "But | would liketo talk to you firg."

That was just strange enough to make me blink. He's a demon, he's tricky, be careful .
"Who areyou?' | blurted. "Areyou Sargon Corvin, or Santino Vardima?"

He nodded. "Both. And more. Come with me, Dante. Let me show you what L ucifer doesn't want you
tosee"

"I don't trust you," | snapped. My rings sparked. Why did he leave my sword and my gear in there
with me, if he wanted to kill me?It didn't make sense.

But I knew how he liked to play with his prey.

"I didn't think you would. However, | have not killed you. If | wanted to, | would have whileyou lay
unconsciousin the street and saved mysdf dl thistrouble. Surely you can afford to listen before you
attempt my murder?' He shrugged, ademon's shrug.

| wish Japhrimel were here, | thought, and hagtily shoved the thought away.
"Y ou're being used, human,” he said softly. "Comewith me. I'll show you.”
Without waiting for my answer, he turned his back on me and paced across the room.

Don't follow him, Danny. Take the window, however big the drop is from there you can take it,
get out, get out, get AWAY—

| found mysdlf following, advancing, kesping my sword ready. If hetried anything, I'd kill him or die
trying. Why did he leave me my blade?

The house was massive, mostly floored in white marble, done hacienda style. It would have been
beautiful if I hadn't been so terrified. He led me down stairs and through rooms furnished with pieces
worth morethan | madein ayear—apparently Vardimal had done very well for himsdif.

Jugt like Jace.

Hedidn't seem to notice | was following him, but as we waked down along hall with columns on one
sdeand paintings| didn't look at on the other, he began to talk.



"Lucifer wants me destroyed because | outwitted him. He never could stand that. Y et he is himsdif the
Prince of Lies. He may know that I've managed to do it, I've succeeded where so many others have
faled."

"Y ou're not making any sense” | said numbly.

Heled meinto another hal, this one doping downward. "Y ou'reright. | should tell you from the
beginning." A pair of doorsin front of him; he twisted the knobs and flung them open. "A long time ago,
when Lucifer had finished twigting the genes of humansto fit his plans, the sons of hiskingdom looked
upon the daughters of Men, and found them fair. They cameto earth and lay with them, and in those days
giantsroamed the earth.”

I'd heard this story before. Another hall spun under my feet. Where are all his guards and everything?
| wondered. And Lucas told me Jace isa Corvin's youngest son.

"Areyou telling me you've bred with human women?' | said, my boots whispering over the dick marble.
| was beginning to fed sick and dizzy from the backlash of Power—and terror. | was following Santino
through hisown lair. Close enough to kill him. | was close enough to kill the thing that had killed Doreen.

Why hadn't | attacked him?

Something else is going on here, | thought. The premonition buzzed under my skin, the vison Japhrimel
had interrupted. Would it have shown methisif he hadn't short-circuited it?

"Of coursenot. Y et you're far more intelligent than you're given credit for. Human women are some of
the mogt pleasant ways to pass the time. Why do you think Lucifer took an interest in your species? But
no, | have not fathered achild. Not in the way you think. "

He turned down ancther hdll, thisonelit by high-end fluorescents, most of them turned off so only afaint
glow showed me the marble floor and tech-locked doors, each with a handprint lock. "Have you
wondered why Lucifer granted me animmunity, Dante? Because | am ascientist first and ademon
second. Long ago, | did the grunt work for Lucifer's remodeling of your species. Before demons could
play with humans, humanshad to be... well, helped dong alittle

My gorge rose again. He talked about playing with humans asif it were dightly shameful, dightly
loathsome, the way a Ludder would talk about going to a sexwitch House. Santino stopped in front of a
blank, anonymous door, laid his hand on the printlock. Green light glowed, and the door shushed aside.
"Comeindde"

| followed him, the chill of climate control closing over my skin. It was alab—fluorescent light flickered,
computer screens glowed, and the temperature was about sixty-five degrees, shocking after the heat
outside. Along one wal was something I'd seen before at the Hegemony psi clinics—aDNA map,
twisting on a plasma screen, numbers and code running in the lower |eft corner. One whole wall was
taken up with liquid-nitrogen-cooled racks of sample canisters behind glass, each nestly labeled. | had
the sick feding | would recognize the names on some of those labels. Each canister was alife, probably
holding an interna organ, or avia of blood—and adice of human femur, with itsrich big core of
marrow. Just the thing for genetic research.

So many, | thought, the racks and rows of canisters gleaming softly under the bright pitilesslight. So
many deaths.

Santino turned to face me again, and | lifted my sword. Blue light ran over the blade. He looked
thoughtful, the black teardrops over his eyes holes of darkness. "I'm Sterile, Dante,” he said. "'l couldn't



breed with a human woman even if | wanted to. To breed, ademon has to be one of the Greater Flight
of Hell—and he must also become one of the Falen. | can't do that. So | escaped Hell and came here, in
search of something very specid.”

My throat was dry. "Y ou weren't taking trophies,” | whispered. "Y ou were taking samples.”

He beamed a me, razor teeth gleaming, his high-pointed earswriggling dightly. "Correct!" hesad, likea
magisterid professor talking to a gifted but sometimes-terribly-dow student. " Samples. | fet sure that the
key to the puzzlelay in psionics. Humanity exhibits some rather bizarre talents as aresult of demon
tinkering; if | could find a certain strain of genetic code | could reach my objective. | adopted severd
psionics and sponsored research in the Hegemony, but they move too damnably dow, even for humans.
| decided to do the work myself, and for that | needed other samples. | was running out of time. | knew
that the more time passed, the greater the chance Lucifer might decide to create another demon, and find
the Egg missing." Hisfingers stroked the glass over the sample canigters, his claws making adight skree
against the smooth surface.

"What objective? And what is thisEgg thing?' Kill him, my conscience screamed. Revenge for Doreen,
don't listen to him, KILL him!

But if | was being used, | wanted to find out why.

Lucifer had told me none of this. Japhrimel had told me none of this. Which brought up the question of
what they redly wanted—what deeper game was being played here? I'd wondered why they had let him
roam around earth for fifty years.

"Come." He led me through the lab, out another tech-locked door, and into a halway that was morelike
acolonnade, an enclosed garden lying still and steamy under the Nuevo Rio rain, an assault after the
climate control of the lab room. Heturned to hisleft and | followed numbly, the door dmost clipping my
boothed!s.

Thisgarden was lit with akind of orange glow—the light pollution from the city. He stopped a atechless
door, this one white and etched with astrange design of an unearthly bird donein gold leaf. Santino
turned to face me, and | shuffled back quickly, raising my blade. He laughed, a high-pitched giggle that
echoed my nightmares and made my heart turn to dumb icein my chest.

"We are an old and tired race, Dante, and our children are few and far between. AlImost none are born
without Lucifer'sintervention, and heis most stingy in giving his help. To breed, ademon must go to the
Prince as a supplicant." The black teardrops over his eyes somehow managed to convey theimpression
of awide smile. "Y ou want to kill me, Dante, because | took those precious human lives. But those lives
were taken in service to a greater good—~breaking the hold the Prince of Darkness has on your world
and mine. I'vefinaly doneit, Dante. I've birthed a child that can chalenge the Prince himsdlf." He
reached behind his back, twisted the doorknob, and backed into the room. "Come and see.”

| followed him, cautioudy. Don't trust him, Dante! Kill himnow! Kill himor run!

It wasanursery. Slicesof dim light fell through iron bars on the windows. Toys scattered acrossthe
hardwood floor, and plush rugstoo. | saw arocking horse, and a set of chairs around atable low enough
for alittle person. Wooden blocks lay scattered near afireplace. And on the other side of the room,
Santino stalked toward alow queen-sized bedstead wreathed in mosquito netting.

| followed, my boots occasiondly kickingasmal plush animd. Dear gods, | thought, he has children
here? What kind of kids are raised by a demon?



"Lucifer rules because heis powerful," Santino whispered, his voice buzzing with secrecy. "But not only
that—he rules because he is Androgyne, almost like a queen bee, capable of reproducing. It took me
forty-five human years, but | finaly found out how to birth another demon Androgyne. All it takesisthe
proper genetic material and engineering, Dante." He paused, maybe for effect. "Engineering by the
scientist Lucifer used to create humanity in thefirst place—and materid taken from a sedayeen, perhaps.
A human psionic with the ability to heal, an dmost-direct descendant of the A'nankimel —the demons
that loved human women, and raised families with them eons ago. Until Lucifer, fearing the birth of an
Androgyne on earth, destroyed them.”

It made atwisted kind of sense. | approached the bed dowly, step by step. Needing to see.

"Demon genes don't lose their potency as human genesdo,” he whispered. "Witness the growth of human
psychic powers, the fantastic blossoming of those powers during the Awakening—"

"Shut up.” | sounded choked.

In the bed, under the smooth expensive sheet, was apae-haired little girl about five years old deeping
the deep of childhood innocence. Her long hair tangled over the pillow; | heard the faint whistle of her
breathing. | tasted sdlt, and bitter ash. | knew that face—I had seen it before.

Shelay on her back, one chubby arm upflung. Her forehead was odd, because there was amark that
glittered softly green on the smooth skin. My cheek started to burn. An emerald. | wondered why
Lucifer had one. | could tell this emerald wasn't implanted—it was too smoothly and sheerly apart of
her skin. Almogt like ajeweled growth. 1t made me deeply, unsteadily sick to think that maybe my own
emerald was an echo.

"There are two branches of human psionicsthat are amost directly descended from the A'nankimel , with
the necessary recessive genes for my purposes. One branch is the sedayeen, who hold the mystery of
Life. Theother..." He paused again as| stared at the child on the bed.

The child that wore Doreen's young face.
"The other," Santino said, "isthe Necromance."
"Thisis—" My voicewasadry husk. "Thisiswhy you—"

"Thisiswhy | took samples,” he said softly, persuasively. "Who do you think rules both worlds, Dante?
Who do you think isthe king of dl you survey?It's him. We aredl hisdaves. And | have the Egg, and
the child that can topple him from histhrone.”

| swallowed, heard the dry click of my throat. "Y ou killed her for this?" | rasped, and my eyestore awvay
from her deegping face to Santino's grinning mask.

"Yes" hesad. "l made amistake, though. | shouldn't have killed her. | needed ahuman incubator, once |
harvested the marrow and discovered she had dl the requisite characteristics. It took dl the cash and
illegd gene-splicing that the Corvin Family could supply mewith to bring thislittle oneto pass. The
human governments aretoo dow. But | did it. | found the shining path of genesthat even Lucifer couldn't
find with al hisbloody tinkering. Now that | know how, | don't havetokill. All | need arefemae
sedayeen—and Necromances—of certain Power, to blend with the codex in the Egg. | can make as
many Androgynes as | want, capable of reproducing—"

"Youkilled her for this?* My voicerose. The child on the bed didn't tir. | heard her even bresthing,
dightly whistling through the nose. She dept like ahuman child, with degp completetrust.



"Think of it, Dante," he said. Softly, persuasvely as Lucifer himsdf. ™Y ou can be the mother of anew
race that will topple Lucifer from histhrone. Y ou'll be the new Madonna. Y our every need—"

| backed up, kicking asmall stuffed toy. "Y ou killed her for this." | could say nothing else.

"What isone small human life compared to freedom, Dante?' He stepped forward. | raised my sword yet
agan. The blue glow from the blade intensified, and Santino flinched. It was only asmal twitch, but | saw
it.

A blessed blade will hurt him, at least, | thought. | heard Japhrimel's voice—she believes. Of course |
believed—I saw the gods, | saw the Lord of Degth up close. | had no choice but to believe. And that
belief itsalf could be aweapon.

Maybe a blessed blade can even kill him, | thought.

"You didn't just kill Doreen. Y ou daughtered her while you laughed,” | said. ™Y ou're no more ascientist
than any other lunatic. Y ou're just adifferent species of psycho, that'sal.” There's a window behind me.
Oh, gods. Oh dear gods.

Hewaved hislong eegant fingers, asif | were bothering him with trifles. Just like afucking demon. "They
were the mothers of the future, they died for a reason. Don't you understand? Freedom, Dante. For
demon and human dike. No more Prince of Lies behind the scenes, everyone bowing and scraping to his

| was about to break for the window when the air pressure changed. Thunder boomed. The mark on my
shoulder gave another screaming twinge.

Japhrimel. My heart legpt.

Santino's face twisted into amask of rage. He lunged for me so quickly | barely saw him move. My
sword jerked, blurring down as | threw mysalf sdeways and back, toward the open window. His claws
clanged off the blade. There was another shuddering impact, and | heard the unmistakable sound of
Japhrime'sroar. The sound tore the air and left it bleeding. Santino snarled, whirling with balletic grace.
He bolted for the bed and | scrambled forward, thinking of his claws and thelittle girl. | wastoo dow.
Shock and the recent loss of Power and the swimming weakness dragged me down.

He scooped up an armful of bedding and the child's dight form, and his clawed hand came up. Meta
flashed. Theimpact caught me high in the chest, the coughing roar of a projectile weapon splitting the air,
my boots dragging along the floor in dow motion, my katana clanging on hardwood. | fell, my head
cracking againgt something unforgiving—maybe one of the blocks.

How strange, | thought. He shot me. Why did he shoot me? You'd think a demon would be more
creative.

| lay there, stunned, for what seemed like along muffled eternity. Then | tried to roll onto my side. A
bubble of something warm burst on my lips. | heard footsteps. Plasbolts. And Japhrimel's scream of
agony. Pain bloomed in my chest, ahideousflower.

Morefootsteps. | tried to roll onto my side again. No dice. Just more pain. Bubbling on my lips—
—Dblood it's blood I'm dying, I'm dying—

"Oh, my God. Oh, God. He shot her, he shot he—" Jace's voice, high and breathless. "Goddammit, do
something!”



A growled cursein alanguage | didn't know. But | knew thevoice. A gigantic grinding shock against my
chest.

"—leaveme," Jgphrimel snarled. "Y ou will not leave me to wander the earth one—breathe, damn you,
bresthel”

Another shock, smashing through my bones. My |eft shoulder, torn from its socket, liquid firein my veins.
| gasped. Darkness tingled on the edges of my vision. | smelled flowers, and blood, and the musky smell
of demon, drenching and absolute.

"Youwill not leave me," Jephrime said. "Youwill not."

| tried to tell him to chase Santino, to kill him, to save thelittle girl—but before | could, Degth chewed me
with diamond teeth and swallowed me just as | hitched in breath to scream.

CHAPTER 37

A voice, reaching into the darkness.

| stood on the bridge, irresolute, my feet bare against cold stone. | felt the familiar chill creeping
up my fingers, up my arms.

My emerald flashed as the souls fluttered past me, streaming over the bridge. The cocoon of light
holding me safely on the bridge dimmed.

Why was | here? | wasn't pulling a soul back. Was 1? | could not remember.

| looked at the other side of the bridge, the other side of the great Hall. The blue crystal walls
rang softly, whispering a song | almost understood. | could fedl it pressing in upon me, that great
comprehension of Death's secret, the mother language from which all Necromance chants
derived. The current of souls pushed at me, the emerald's light weakening, my cocoon of safety
shrinking.

Yet that voice cajoled, pressed, demanded. | saw the god, His form shimmering between a slender
Egyptian dog and some other form, a shape of darkness that seemed to run like ink on wet paper
even as| looked at it.

My lips shaped the god's name, but the syllables sounded alien. The crystal walls shuddered, and
for amoment | saw stone, a great grim drafty stone hall, with a dour-faced King upon a throne at
the far end. The throne was crusted with gems, glittering madly, and at the King's side sat a
Queen with a face like springtime. | felt my mouth shaping alien words, desperation beating in my
throat. | wanted so badly to understand the secret language, to feel the clasp of the god's arms
around me as| laid my head on His chest and let the weight of living dlip from me—

BOOM.

The sound startled me. It seemed to take forever for me to turn around. Before | could, the sound
came again, as if a gong was being beaten, a brazen sound, pulling me back.

BOOM.



| struggled asif through syrup. | wanted to stay.
| wanted to stay dead.
BOOM.

One of the souls streaming past me halted, held up a pale hand. Formless as all soulswere, a
crystal drapery of unique energy, still it seemed | knew it, could put a face on it.

BOOM.

"Go back," it said. "Go back."

BOOM.

| opened my mouth to protest. Shimmering, the soul brushed my cheek.
BOOMBOOM.

"Go back," Doreen said. "Save my daughter. Go back."
BOOMBOOM. BOOMBOOM.

Then | understood it was not a gong or a brass bell. It was my heart, and | was called back to the
world.

Dizziness. Cold seeping up my arms. VVoices.
"Cdl her back!" Eddie, yelling, the bassin hisvoice rattling my bones.

My heartbeat thudded in my ears. To be forced back into abody was excruciating, even worse than
being shot.

"Dante!" Jgphrimd, howling.
"Danny! Danny!" Jace screaming a the same time. Cacophony. "Let me go—"
Scorching pressed againgt the side of my face. A hand.

Gabe's chant stopped, the last throbbing syllable shattering insde my head. | gasped a breath like knives.
My chest hurt.

A great scalding wave of Power lashed me. | cried out, weskly, convulsing.
"Do not leave me," Japhrimel husked. "Do not leave me, Dante.”
"Goddamn you, Eddie," Jace hissed, "let me go or | will kill you."

Light struck my eyeslike anewborn's. | reacted the same way, screaming, raw from the lash of
Japhrimel's Power and Gabe's Necromance. Japhrimel closed his arms around me and rested hischin on
my heed. | gasped, screamed again, muffled againgt his chest. The scream degenerated into sobbing. |
cried because | had been wrong, and because I'd been right. | cried because the comfort of death was
denied me. | cried because | had been dragged back into my weary body and shackled again.

And| criedinrelief, clinging to Japhrimel the demon. He was solid and warm and real, and | did not
want to let go.



CHAPTER 38

| waswesk but lucid by the time we got back to Jace's mansion.

Eddie covered Jace with a plasgun most of the time. Gabe, paper-pale with exhaustion and bloody dl
over (most of it was mine), piloted the hover. | didn't ask where it had come from—if it was Jace's, it
wasal right, if it wasn't, | didn't want to know. All three of them—Gabe, Eddie, Jace—|ooked asif they
had been through the grinder. Eddie's|eft arm hung limply by his side, Jace's face was covered in blood
from a scalp wound and most of his shirt was torn off, stripes criss-crossing historso. Gabe's clothes
weretaitered, filthy, smdling of smoke and blood and something suspicioudy like offd.

Japhrimel carried me. His face was shuttered, closed, his eyes dark, asmear of my blood on one cheek.
Santino had shot mein the chest. Otherwise, his dark coat was pristine. He occasionaly stroked my
cheek, sometimes glancing at Jace while he did o.

| didn't want to know. | had the uncomfortable fedling I'd find out soon enough.

| wastoo tired to think. My brain reded drunkenly from one thought to the next, no logic, nothing but
shock.

Thecity lay under apall of smoke. It looked asif afull-scaleriot had gone down. | saw severd craters,
but the rain had intensfied and was drowning the fires. The aromaof burning filled the air, even insdethe
hover. When we touched down at Jace's, it was ardlief.

Inside, Gabe herded us dl into asitting room donein light blue and cream. Eddie shoved Jace down on a
tasteful couch. | hope he searched this room, | thought, tiredly, Jace could have a weapon stashed in
here.

| shivered. It would be awhile before | took another Necromance job. If | went back to the borders of
the land of Desth too soon | would perhaps be unable to come back, training or no training.

"Okay," Gabe said, stalking across the room to awalnut highboy and tossing it open to reved liquor
bottles, "I need amotherfucking drink.”

| cleared my throat. "Me, too," | said, the first words out of my mouth since leaving Santino's hideaway.
"We need to move quickly," | said, as Japhrimel carried me to the couch facing Jace's. Instead of setting
me down, he smply dropped gracefully down himsdlf, il holding me. A little rearranging and | found
mysdlf in hislap, cuddled againgt him like achild.

A child. | shuddered at the thought. But it was comforting, his heet, and the smell of him.

Gabe groaned. "Give me aminute, Danny. | just found out one of my friendsisafucking traitor and
yanked you out of Death'sarms. At least |et me have abourbon in peace.”

| cleared my throat. "Pour me one," | said, husky, my voice amost refusing to obey me. "Welve got
big-time problems.”

"I would never have guessed,” Eddie growled. "Y ou get into more fucking trouble, Vaentine. That thing
nearly burned down the entire goddamn city looking for you.”

| barely had the courage to look up at Japhrimel'sface. "Y ou did that?" | asked.



He shrugged. "I had to find you," he said, smply.

| letit go. Instead, | started telling my story with the accompaniment of rain smacking the windows. Gabe
knew me wel enough not to interrupt, and Eddie watched Jace. Hafway through, Gabe handed me a
glass of bourbon and settled down stiffly inachair, her split lip and black eyes combining to turn her
thoughtful expression into sadness. | downed the liquor, coughing asit burned the back of my throat, then
continuing. By thetime | got to the child deegping in the bedroom, Japhrimel's eyes were incandescent. He
had turned dowly to stone underneath me.

When | finished, Gabe drained the rest of her drink. Silence stretched through the room, broken by alow
rattle of thunder.

Then she legpt to her feet and hurled her glass across the room, |etting out a scream as sharp asafacon's
cry. The shattering glass didn't make me jump, but the scream came close.

She hdf-whirled, and pinned Jace with an accusing glare. " Traitor " she hissed. "Y ou knew.™
"I didn't know a goddamn thing—" he began. Eddie growled.

"Lethimtak," | sad, quietly, but with anote of findity that cut acrossthe Skinlin'srambling. "And while
he does that, Gabe, can you take alook at Eddie'sarm?"

They dl stared at me for amoment. Then Gabe moved siffly to the hedgewitch and touched his shoulder.
Some unspoken agreement seemed to pass between them, and Eddie's shoulders sagged just alittle.

More thunder crawled across the roof of the sky. | was so tired that for onceit didn't hurt meto see
Gabe press her lipsto Eddie's forehead—but | did look away. | looked at Jace, who was paper-pale,
thetic of rageflicking in his cheek.

"Tak fast," | told him. "Before | decideit was abad ideato do that."

"I didn't know agoddamn thing," he said, harshly. Gabe started poking at Eddiesarm, and | felt the
vibration of her Power start. She was doing a hedling. | shuddered—every time she pulled on Power, it
was like another astringent stripe against my abraded psyche. She had pulled me back from Death.

"Why didn't you tell me you were ablood Corvin?' | asked. Are you part demon, Jace? The question
trembled on my lips. My skin crawled.

"I'm not," he said, sagging into the couch back. His hair was matted with blood and water. We were a
sorry-looking group—except for Japhrimel, who was untouched except for the swipe of my blood on his
cheek. "I was adopted by one of the Four Uncles—Sargon Corvin's adopted sons—because of my ps
potentia. That's what gets you into the Corvins—ps. | hated every goddamn minute of it, Danny. Once
Deke Corvin died | made my escapeand | ran asfar as| could... and then | met you."

"Y ou knew Sargon Corvin, the head of your fucking Mob Family, was Santino?"' | asked, very clearly.

"No," he answered. "Gods, no. | swear on my staff, | had no idea. Nobody's seen Sargon for years
except the older uncles—they give dl the orders, supposedly from him. | thought the great Sargon wasa
motherfucking myth, Danny. Nobody was alowed into the Inner Complex—where we found you. That's
where dl the gene research went down, they were heavy into illega augments and gene splices because it
made money—that'swhat | knew. | didn't know. | thought Sargon was after you for revenge, Ssnce my
dtreet war with them killed al three of the surviving Uncles. They died hard, too. I've had my handsfull
while you were up in Saint City moping.” He dropped his head back, |eaning against the couch, and
swallowed, his Adam's apple bobbing. "He would know that the only way to hurt me would be to kill



you, Danny. That'swhy | left you, and why | inssted you stay here during thislittle hunt of yours."

"Why didn't you tell me you were a Corvin? Y ou should have told me." | tried not to sound hurt and
falled miserably. | wasjust too tired.

He laughed, dropping his chinto look at me. "Everyone knows how you fed about the Mab, baby. |
never would have gotten past your front door.”

"Soyou liedtome.”

"I loveyou, Danny," he said, closing his eyes and tipping his head back onto the couch. Dark circles
stood out all the way around his eyes. He was unshaven, gaunt. "'l didn't have a choice. Not if | wanted
to stay clean; if I'd told you who | was, you would have ditched me. | wanted to be clean for you. | was
out, until you went on the Morrix job. They threatened to kill you. The only thing | could do was
disappear and hope they would leave you done." He sighed. " Sargon's been too busy to bother with
you, I'd guess, while he perfected this fucking process of hisand | dipped my chain and Sarted giving
him trouble. Until you came back and shoved yoursdlf in hisface again. | didn't know, Danny. If | had
known, | would have killed him mysdlf. Or tried to, at least. Why don't you ask your pet demon what he
knows about dl this?*

"Watch your mouth, human," Japhrimel said quietly, histone completely cold. "Did the Prince know that
Santino has gone so far asto create an Androgyne, he would have brought
Héellesvront—Hell-on-Earth—to bear on this Corvin Family, and wiped them from existence. This affects
him far morethan it affectsyou.”

Jace snorted and opened his mouth. " Shut up,” | said. "Just shut up.”
Japhrime lifted hisfree hand and stroked my hair back from my face. "Y ou should rest, Dante.”

"What about the little girl ?* | asked, craning my neck to look at hisface. "Did you know Santino was
trying to breed anew kind of demon?"

"Not anew kind of demon," Japhrime said. "An extremely rare kind of demon. Lucifer isthe Prime, the
first Androgyne from whom all demons are descended—the younger Androgynes are either hisvassals
or hislovers. It isnot athing spoken of to humans.”

| let out along sigh. | was so damnably tired, my eyeidsfelt like lead. " So you knew. What doesit mean,
Japhrimel? I'm tired, and | died back there. I'm fedling kind of stupid, spdll it out for me."

"TheEggisasdgil of the Princesreign," Japhrimd said. "It holds the Prince's genetic codex and aportion
of his Power—so much Power that he cannot leave Hell without it. Santino can access the genetic codex
by virtue of hisfunction as one of Lucifer's genetic scientists, but the Power locked insde the Egg isnot
histo use. If another Androgyne unlocks the Egg, the balance of power in Hell itsalf will shift. The
Androgyne with the Egg will control Hell—and who will control the Androgyne?”

"Santino,” | breathed. | believed it. | didn't need the canisters or the vision of thelittle girl with Doreen's
face to convince me any morethan | already was. Demons played with genetics the way they played with
technol ogy—some scientists said our own genes were proof of that. It was one of the greatest scientific
mysteries, hotly disputed and contested by Magi and geneticists—could demons theoreticdly interbreed
with humans? Only no demon had done so for thousands of years, if they ever had—if you could believe
the old stories about demons marrying human women and giants roaming the earth.

| thought of the rows and rows of canisters and shuddered. Santino had figured out how to make another



Lucifer, aLucifer he could usefor hisown ends? A lovely little malleable, controllable genetic copy of
Lucife—using Doreen's genetic materid in the process.

And now hewanted to use mine. Or maybe just my body as an "incubator." You could be the new
Madonna, hisvoice whispered in my memory, soft and chillingly inhuman.

| shuddered. | had escaped being assigned as a breeder in Rigger Hall; | didn't want to be turned into
one now for acrazed demon. And what about other sedayeen or Necromances, possibly kidnapped and
forced to incubate more of thefilthy little things?

| should have been angry. Japhrimel had omitted to tell me far more than Jace had, but | only felt aweary
gratefulness that the demon was here—agratefulness | didn't want to examine more closdly. Silence
stretched through the room. Eddie hissed a curse between histeeth, and Gabe murmured an apology,
bandaging hisarm.

"He's playing for control of Hell itsdlf,” the demon said quietly. "And if that happens, he will gain control
of your world aswell."

"He saysit'sfor freedom," | answered. Exhaugtion pulled at my arms and legs, wrapped my brainin
cotton wool.

"Freedom for Vardimal, perhaps." Japhrimel shrugged. The movement made my head loll againgt his
shoulder.

| closed my eyes. It was so hard to think with exhaustion weighing me down.
"So what now?' Gabe said.
"Now | get acouple hours of deep, and | do what | should have donein thefirst place.”

"And what isthat?" Japhrimel didn't move, but hisarmstightened dightly. If | hadn't been sotired, | might
have thought about that.

Sleep was staking me alittle more gently than Death had. It was the expected reaction; most peoplefell
into a deep deep after being yanked back from death. It was the psyche's method of salf-defense, trying
to come to terms with brushing the Infinite. "'I'm going to get up, and find my sword, and hunt the
motherfucker down. Alone."

"Not alone," Gabe said. "WEell tieyou up if we haveto, Danny. Don't Sart that again.”

| was about to tell her to back the fuck off when | passed out. Thelast thing | heard was Japhrimdl's
voice. "If | did not leave her at Death's door, | would not leave her now. | will take her to bed."

CHAPTER 39

| dept for twenty-eight hours.
Penty of timefor Santino to get away.

When | findly surfaced, it wasto find myself tucked naked into alarge dark-green bed. The climate
control was on, so the room was cool, even though fierce early-morning sunlight stabbed through the



windows. | blinked at the light, propping myself up on my elbows.

My entire body ached, the reverberation of the plasgun bolt and Power backlash. I'd pushed myself far
beyond the limits of pain-free Power use. | would be lucky to escape amigraine in the next twenty-four
hours.

My shoulder didn't ache, though. | touched the scarring of Japhrimel's mark and had to sted mysdlf
againgt awave of painful nausea.

"I'm here," he said, and turned from the window. | hadn't seen him there, maybe dazzled by the sunlight.
Maybe he hadn't wanted to be seen. "Rest, Dante.”

"l can'tredt,” | said, tasting morning in my mouth. " Santino—"

"He's being tracked. Y ou will not be helpful if you do not rest.” He approached the bed silently, hisblack
coat floating on the sunlight. "Events are moving, Dante. The Prince, now that he knows what Santino
was attempting, has placed the full resources of Hellesvront under my control. Every Hell-on-Earth agent
islooking for Santino. He will not long escape our attention.”

| sat up the rest of the way, gingerly, and rubbed at my eyes. "Unless he goes where there aren't any
people,” | said. "Human agents aren't any good if he stays out of sight like he's been doing for the past
fifty years" And besides, hewas mine. I'd started this hunt, | wasgoing to finish it.

He shrugged. "Not dl the agents are human. Vardimal is a scavenger, despite his contempt for humans.
He needs people, hungersfor them. Hellesvront will find him."

"What the hell are the demon police getting involved for? They can't kill him. | should know, | tried.
Where arethe others?' | asked, squinting up at him. | wanted to see hisface, couldn't.

"The other Necromance and the earth-witch are degping. Y our former lover is seded in aspare room,
but otherwise unharmed.” Japhrimel's tone changed dightly. He sounded... disdainful. His eyes glowed
with alight of their own. Backlit by the sun, he looked like a shadow with bright eyes. "I would speak
with you of something ese, Dante.”

"If Vardimad's a scavenger, what does that make you?"

"I am of the Greater FHight, heisof the Lesser. | am not bound by his hungers.” Japhrime shrugged, but
the movement wasn't asfluid asit usudly was.

"Isthat why you're the Devil's assassn?"

He bared histeeth in afacamile of apained grin. "I am the Prince's assassin because | am ableto kill my
brothers and ssters without qualm, Dante. And | am his assassin because he trusts me to do his bidding.
| would spesk to you of—"

| didn't want to know. "Isit true?' | asked him. " Sedayeen and Necromances—isit true?"

Hewasdlent for along time. Then, "It istrue; sedayeen and Necromances do carry recessive genes
closely related to demons. | would spesk to you about—"

Gods. I'm human, | thought. I'm not a demon. | know I'm human. "Later,” | said, and did my feet out
of the bed. The blessed warmth of the covers was matched only by the blessed coolness of the climate
contral. "Get the others. We've got work to do."



"Y ou should eat something,” he said, stepping back dightly. Retreating into the sunlight. "Please.”

"I'll makeyou adedl." | gained my feet in arush, too happy to be vertical to careif | was naked. Besides,
he was a demon, he'd probably seen plenty of naked women before. "Y ou get the others here by the
time | get out of the shower, and I'll est breakfast while we plan.” | headed for the bathroom, heard his
sharp intake of breath. "What?"

| stopped, looking over my shoulder. My knees were shaky, but | fet surprisingly good despite having
been shot and dragged back from desath.

"Your... scars" Japhrimel's voice wasflat again.
"They don't hurt anymore,” | lied. "It was along time ago. L ook, Japh—"
"Who?Who did that to you?' Now there was atinge of something elsein hisvoice. Wasit anger?

It was my turn to shrug. "It was along time ago, Japhrimel. The... the person who did that is dead. Get
the others. I'll have breakfast while we plan.” | forced mysdlf to take another step toward the bathroom.
Another. That's what you get for walking around naked in front of a demon, | thought, and managed
to make it to the bathroom, flicked on the light, and shut the door behind me before | looked down at the
other mass of claw scarson my belly. My ribs stood out, each one defined, my hipbones sticking out
sharply. I'd lost weight.

| blew out along whistling sigh between my teeth. My legstrembled. | looked up, meeting my own eyes
inthemirror. 1'd faced Santino again, and survived.

Miracles did happen.

"Maybethisjob won't kill me," | whispered, and tore my eyes away from my gaunt faceto go take a
shower.

Gabe looked alot better, especiadly with her long dark hair clean and pulled back. Eddie ill favored one
arm, but Gabe's healing charm had apparently sped his recovery—aswell as hers. Her black eyeswere
now aye low-green raccoon mask, and her split lip looked lessangry.

Jace was unshaven and moving alittle giffly, but his eyeswere clear. He lowered himsdf cautioudy into
the chair Japhrimel placed for him. Gabe didn't even spare him alook. Eddie, shaggy and direct asever,
gared at him for afull twenty seconds, lip lifting in aslent snarl.

| sat cross-legged on the bed. It felt good to be dressed in clean clothes, and felt even better to be clean
mysdlf, my hair damp from the shower and smdlling like sanda-wood. Japhrimel, expressionless,
produced my katana. The sheath waslost, so | balanced naked metal across my knees. "Okay," | said,
oncewed al settled in. "Breakfast is due up in aquarter-hour. Japhrimel's checked the staff here and
saysthey're trustworthy. I'm going to start tracking Santino as soon as—"

"Wait aminute." Gabe held up her hand. "How in Hades are you going to find him without aerting him?
He's got aday's head gart, and he'sademon—Magi magick might find him, but if he'son hisguard it
might just put him in asnit. And we can't afford to have you come down with another case of backlash.
Therésalimit to the amount of abuse you can take, Danny—despite what you seem to think."

| held up my hand. "Gabe," | said with excessive patience, "we may not be ableto track him, even with
Dakeslittletoy. But he'sgot thekid. And the kid's at least haf Doreen; | shared my mind and my bed



with her. | can find the kid, we're bound by Doreen's blood. Where sheis, Santino will be.”
Gabe shrugged. She glanced at Jace, seemed about to say something, and stopped.
"What about thiskid?' Eddie asked suddenly. "What the demons gonna do with her?!

| looked up at Japhrimel, who shrugged. His eyes darkened, more strange runic patterns dipping through
their depths—but he looked down at thefloor, asif avoiding my gaze. "The Prince will perhaps take her
asalover," hesaid, "or asavassa. Androgynes are precious, and sheisfar too young to chalenge his
rue"

"Likehdl," | sad. "I'll take care of thekid. | owe it to Doreen. Lucifer didn't contract meto bring the kid
back, he contracted meto kill Santino and return this Egg thing. He doesn't even need to know about the
kid. Y ou haven't told him, have you, Japhrime ?*

Please tell me I've guessed right and he hasn't told Lucifer about the kid.
Silence crawled through the room.

"Y ou would ask meto lieto the Prince," Japhrimel said, findly. He stood at the side of the bed, his head
down, his eyes hidden, hands clasped behind his back. His coat rustled dightly; | wondered again why he
woreit.

"Y ou can't trust ademon, Danny," Jace piped up. | ignored him, watching Japhrimel. Hisreaction told me
he'd kept his mouth shut. If he hadn't told Lucifer about thelittle girl, he had to have guessed | would ask
him not to.

Hefindly tilted his head back up, his green eyes meeting mine for along moment. It wasn't hard to hold
his gaze anymore. "I havenot... told Lucifer of the child, only that Vardimal was attempting to creste an
Androgyne. | did not think it wise, as Lucifer would perhaps seek a different means of effecting Santino's
capture. That would endanger you, Dante." He paused, his eyes holding mine. Here it comes, | thought,
amazed |'d been able to predict him for once. "However, to lie to the Prince after Santino isdead... |
will do asyou ask," hesaid, "but in return, | will ask aprice.”

| shrugged. "'l expected asmuch.” My throat went dry. "What price?
"I will tell you when thetime comes," he said. "It is nothing you cannot pay."”
"Danny—" Jace sat bolt upright.

"Shut up, Jace," | said, my eyesfixed on the demon. "All right, Japhrimel. It'saded. Gods grant | don't
regretit.”

"I would spesk with you privately, Migtress," he said, formdly, nodding dightly. That managed to hurt my
fedlings—so we were back to Mistress, were we?

You will not leave me to wander the earth alone. Had heredlly said that, or had it been some kind of
near-death hdlucination?

| shook the thought away, hair diding over my shoulders. " Soon enough. Gabe, | need you and Eddie at
full strength. Do what you have to do to get there. We're hitting the trail soon as possible. Before twelve
hours | need awork-up of every bit of munitions we can beg borrow or stedl. Everything. Plasguns,
assault rifles, projectile guns, explosives, everything. Eddie, | need as many golem'ai asyou can make
before we leave—and firestarters, too. Y ou're the best Skinlin I know, and the mud-things will even the



oddsfor us. Jace—" Heflinched as| said his name, his shoulders hunching protectively. "Get yoursdf up
to full strength and ouitfit us. We need transport, supplies, and passportsinto Mob Circle.”

"Mob Circle?' Eddie actudly sputtered. "Areyou crazy?'

"We can't travel everywhereintheworld just onahunt,” | said. "'If Santino goesinto any Freetowns,
Mob Circle passportswill give us somekind of protection and a place to deep. Can you do that, Jace?'

Hewas paer than I'd ever seen him. ™Y ou'd trust me?" he asked, his blue eyes stuttering up to mine then
diding away, asif he couldn't and to look at my face. "Y ou'd trust me to do that?"

"I'm not going to forgive you," | told him. "'I'm just going to overlook the fact that you took up ayear and
ahdf of my lifewith acompletelie. Y ou do thisfor me, and were even, your debt's paid. After thisjob,

| never want to see your face again. If | seeyou after thisisover, I'll fucking kill you—but if you help me
take Santino down, I'll let you go your own way. Alive. All accounts balanced.”

"Danny—" he began.

"Youliedtome" | hissed. "Every time you touched me, it was alie. And you didn't come clean when |
came here, either—you kept lying to me. What, were you thinking I'd never find out?"

"Y ou never would have—" he began.

"Wdl, well never know now, will we? | never had the chance." | shook my head, looking away to where
the sheaf of sunlight fell into the green room, pure light glowing on every surface. It was nothing like the
clear light of Death, but it was close enough that my heart twisted. The room was beautiful, clean, and
made my entire body hurt. | wanted to be home, with Santino dead and the Devil'sliesand little games
out of my life. "Either you do thisfor me, or I'll kill you, Jace. It'sthat Smple.”

| don't know if it was my level tone or the way my face fet frozen, or maybeit was just the way my
fingerstouched the katana's hilt, but Jace believed me. He stared at the floor, hisjaw working.

"Fine" hefindly said. "If that's the way you want it, that'sthe way well play it."
"Good." | looked up 